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RENÉ CHAR 


MON POÈME EST MON VOEU 


Tout en nous ne devrait être qu’une fête joyeuse quand — 


accomplit. 


I] 


Continuons à jeter nos coups de sonde, à parler à voix 
gale, par mots groupés, nous finirons par faire taire tous ces 
chiens, par obtenir qu’ils se confondent avec Pherbage, nous 
surveillant d’un œil fumeux, tandis que le vent effacera leur 


_ Il n'y a que mon semblable, la compagne ou le compa- 
 gnon, qui puisse m'éveiller de ma torpeur, déclencher la poésie, 
me lancer contre les limites du vieux désert afin que jen 
triomphe. Aucun autre. Ni cieux, ni terre privilégiée, ni choses 
dont on tressaille, ne le peuvent. Torche, je ne valse qu'avec 


On ne peut pas commencer un poème sans une parcelle 
d'erreur sur soi et sur le monde, sans une paille d’innocence 


aux premiers mots. 


4 il 


quelque chose que nous n’avons pas prévu, que nous n’éclai- | 
ons pas, qui va parler à notre cœur, par ses seuls moyens, 


RENÉ CHAR 


Dans le poème, chaque mot ou presque doit être employé 
dans son sens originel. Certains, se détachant, deviennent plu- 
rivalents. Il en est d’amnesiques. La constellation du Solitaire 
est tendue. 


Pourquoi poème pulvérisé? Parce qu'au terme de son 
voyage vers le Pays, après l'obscurité pré-natale et la dureté 
terrestre, la finitude du poème est lumière, apport de Vétre 
à la vie. 


Le poète ne retient pas ce qu'il découvre; ayant transcrit | 
le perd bientôt. En cela réside sa nouveauté, son infini et son — 
péril. 


Mon métier est un métier de pointe. 


La terre qui reçoit la graine est triste. La graine qui va 
tant risquer est heureuse. 


Il est une malédiction qui ne ressemble à aucune autre. 
Elle papillote dans une sorte de paresse, a une nature avenan- 
te, se compose un visage aux traits rassurants. Mais quel res- 
sort, passée la feinte, quelle course immédiate au but! Proba- 
blement, car Pombre où elle échafaude est maligne, la région 
parfaitement secrète, elle se soustraira à une appellation, s’es- 
quivera toujours à temps. Elle dessine dans le voile du ciel 
de quelques clairvoyants des paraboles assez effrayantes. 


Livres sans mouvement. Mais livres qui s’introduisent avec 
souplesse dans nos jours, y poussent une plainte, ouvrent des 


bals. 


Comment dire ma liberté, ma surprise, au terme de mille 
détours: il n’y a pas de fond, il n’y a pas de plafond. 
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MON POÈME EST MON VOEU 


Parfois la silhouette d’un jeune cheval, d’un enfant loin- 
‘tain, savance en éclaireur vers mon front et saute la barre de 
mon souci. Alors sous les arbres reparle la fontaine. 
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LA TRIBU DES OMBRES 
(PROJET POUR UNE OPÉRETTE TRAGIQUE) 


La boutique de Sebard l’horloger était située tout au fond 
de la ville, dans un quartier assez pauvre où l’on voyait peu 
de commerçants. Sebard gagnait surtout sa vie à réparer des 
montres, car il vendait difficilement les atticles du bric à brac 


qui encombrait le magasin. Remi Vailleux, son employé, ne 


semblait vivre que pour le travail minutieux qu’on lui impo- 
sait. Il habitait une chambre dans le voisinage et il allait s’y 
enfermer dès que sa besogne était achevée. Depuis cinq ans 
qu’il travaillait chez Maître Sebard on l'avait rarement vu quit- 
ter le quartier. De loin en loin il entreprenait aux environs 
quelques tournées commerciales. Il paraissait se plaire dans 
cette solitude et il n’avait pas d’amis sinon quelques gamins et 
gamines dépenaillés qui formaient une société toujours en 
quête de rapines et préoccupée d’expéditions dont le but de- 
meurait confus. Ces jeunes malheureux étaient bien connus 
dans maints endroits de la ville et, comme ils semblaient assez 
insaisissables, on donnait à leur groupe (d’ailleurs très varia- 
ble dans sa composition) le nom de Tribu des Ombres. 

Un matin de juillet une auto s’arrêta devant la porte, et 
une jeune fille accompagnée d’un homme qui était sans doute 
son fiancé franchit le seuil du magasin après avoir examiné 
Pétalage. Elle demanda le prix d’une pendule ancienne qu’elle 
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| y avait aperçue, mais elle se montra surtout curieuse de fouiller 


parmi les bibelots d’un autre âge que Sebard avait amassés au 

cours des années. Elle n’y trouva pas ce qu’elle désirait, et 
reporta son attention sur quelques réveils de forme étrange 
alignés dans une vitrine. 

— Ce sont des réveils à musique, expliqua l’horloger. Mon 
employé les construit lui même à ses moments perdus. lis ren- 
dent des sons splendides, mais j’avoue que personne ne m’en 
a jamais acheté. 


Rémi Vailleux leva la tête pour regarder la jeune fille 
qui parut surprise de voir son visage, et sourit. Vailleux garda 


une expression hostile. Comme l’horloger le priait de montrer 
. le mécanisme des réveils, il lui coupa la parole et demanda la 


permission de sortir. Depuis quelques instants un gamin collait 
obstinément son nez à la vitrine, et peut-être avait-il fait quel- 
que signe à Vailleux. Celui-ci, sans attendre que l’horloger 


- donnät son assentiment, rejoignit le gamin sur le trottoir. Ils 


- se mirent à parler avec animation. Un autre gamin et une 


fille arrivèrent bientôt et prirent part à l’entretien. 


— Excusez mon employé, dit Sebard: il a beaucoup d’a- 
mitié pour ces mendiants. 
La jeune fille s’étonna. L'homme qui l’accompagnait haus- 


sa les épaules: 


— Tout cela est sans intérêt, dit-il. 
Elle parut troubiee par le ton assez dur de ces paroles. Elle 


. déclara avec timidité qu’elle croyait avoir connu autrefois Ré-. 


mi Vailleux. 

— Allons-nous en, je vous en prie, répétait l’homme. 

L’horloger ne paraissait pas enchanté de cet entretien. La 
jeune fille le pria finalement de lui écrire, s’il avait l’occasion 
de se procurer quelques montres ou bibelots curieux. 

Elle lui donna son adresse: elle s’appelait Thérèse Dar- 
reaux. Son père habitait une très grande maison au flanc de 
la montagne, et il faisait l’élevage des chevaux. Sebard n’avait 
pas été sans entendre parler de lui, et il songea aussitôt que 
l’homme qui accompagnait la jeune fille pouvait être Georges 
Cramer, qui possedait aussi une ferme dans les environs et 
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s’occupait d'un gros trafic de produits agricoles. Certains le 
disaient fort riche, mais la plupart des gens le considéraient 
comme un brasseur d’affaires très dépensier et toujours en proie 
à des difficultés. Georges Cramer, excédé par la curiosité du 
marchand, sortit sans le saluer, après avoir ouvert la porte 
pour laisser passer sa fiancée. 


Thérèse Darreaux et Georges Cramer remontèrent dans 
l’auto. Ils traversèrent toute la ville sans échanger une parole. 
Quand ils furent sortis des faubourgs la jeune fille voulut s’ar- 
rêter pour cueillir quelques fleurs. Cramer refusa: 

— Vous avez trop de caprices, Thérèse, lui dit-il, et il 
faut que vous appreniez à n’y pas céder à chaque instant. 

— Je suis désolée, répondit-elle, de vous être désagréable. 

Elle paraissait en vérité étrangement subjuguée par son 
fiancé plutôt qu’amoureuse. Si elle avait agi avec tant de li- 
berté au cours de sa visite chez Sebard, c'était sans doute un 
effort puéril pour se dégager, par quelque fantaisie, de l’au- 
torité quelque peu hallucinante qu’exerçait sur elle Georges 
Cramer. 


— N’ai-je pas fait toujours ce que vous vouliez? dit-elle 
un peu plus tard. Malgré l’opposition de mon père à notre 
mariage, et malgré mon désir de le persuader avec patience, 
je lui ai déclaré hier encore, comme vous me l’avez ordonné, 
que je me montrerais partout en votre compagnie, afin de me 
compromettre et de forcer sa décision. 

Elle semblait fâchée, mais Cramer posa sa main sur ses 
genoux, et tout de suite elle se sentit incapable de discuter plus 
longtemps. 

— Pardonnez-moi, dit-elle. 

— Avant longtemps M. Darreaux vous aura donné toutes 
les bénedictions désirables, affirma-t-il. 

— Avez-vous de nouveaux projets? 

— Vous les connaîtrez bientôt. Si vous m’aimez préoccu- 
pez-vous seulement de suivre les indications que je vous don- 
nerai, et ne songez qu’à votre bonheur. 
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| Ils arrivèrent dans un village bâti sur le premier contre- 
fort de la montagne et où Georges Cramer possédait une mai- 
son, sans doute moins cossue que la plupart des grandes bä- 
_tisses campagnardes de cette région. Quelques curieux purent 
voir Thérèse entrer chez Georges Cramer. 


Deux ou trois jours plus tard, Sebard fut surpris d’enten- 
dre retentir le pas d’un cheval sur le trottoir devant sa bouti- 
que. Il regarda au travers des rayons encombrés de l’étalage, et 
il vit une cavalière qui faisait virevolter sa monture dans la 
rue étroite. C’etait Thérèse Darreaux. Elle sauta à terre et don- 
na la bride du cheval à un gamin qui en fut très fier. Puis elle 
entra dans le magasin. 


Elle s’adressa aussitôt à Remi Vailleux et le pria de lui 
montrer le fonctionnement de ses réveils. Remi parut hésiter, 
puis sans mot dire il prit un de ces réveils dans la vitrine 
et s’appliqua à en faire jouer la musique. C’était une musique 
métallique dont les accents violents et tendres tour à tour se 
declenchaient sans régularité. La jeune fille exprima son admi- 
ration, mais elle chercha en vain à faire parler Vailleux qui 
éluda toutes les questions et haussa impoliment les épaules 
lorsqu'elle pretendit l’avoir connu autrefois sans se souvenir 
dans quelles circonstances. Il assura, malgré les protestations 
de Vhorloger, que ses réveils n'étaient pas à vendre. Elle ne 
fit pas mine d’être fâchée de ce refus et, après avoir échangé 
quelques mots aimables avec Sebard, elle sortit et remonta 
sur son cheval. Vailleux, lorsqu'elle s'éloigna, écouta long- 
temps le bruit des sabots sonner au fond de la rue. 

— Tu n’es vraiment pas aimable, lui dit Sebard. 

— Je déteste ces filles insouciantes, répondit simplement 
l'employé. 

Mais bientôt l’horloger s’apercut que Rémi regardait par- 
fois, à la dérobée, une carte postale qu’il avait placée sur son 
établi. 

— Qu'est-ce que c’est? demanda-t-il. 
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— Une carte postale, dit Rémi. Elle a dû tomber du sac 
de votre demoiselle. 

— Qu’a-t-elle donc d’interessant cette carte? 

L’image representait un paysage de montagne avec des 
forêts et de grandes prairies, probablement dans cette région 
de moyenne altitude où s'élevait la demeure de M. Darreaux. | 
Pendant deux jours la carte resta sur l’établi. Remi Vailleux . 
la regardait souvent et un matin, en entrant dans le magasin Ì 
il annonça à son patron qu’il désirait partir en tournée aux | 
environs de la ville. | 

— Nous n'avons pas beaucoup de travail en ce moment, | 


et la vente est nulle, dit-il. Je trouverai peut-être l’occasion | 


de placer quelques uns de ces réveils et en tout cas on me | 
donnera sûrement, comme d’habitude, des montres à réparer. | 


— Depuis deux mois je te rappelle que tu devrais faire ‘ 
cette tournée pour entretenir notre clientèle, s’exclama Sebard. 
Mais Dieu sait que je ne comprendrai jamais rien à ta con- 
duite. Qu'est-ce qui t’a si brusquement décidé? 

— J'ai besoin de prendre Pair, dit Rémi. 

Ainsi l’employé de Sebard, monta un matin dans l’autobus 
et descendit dans le prochain village. Il s’était muni simple- 
ment d’un réveil pour en faire la démonstration dans les 
maisons où il se présenterait avec la carte de Sebard, maître 
horloger, 75, rue des Saules. 


Tout un jour il alla ainsi de porte en porte et si les 
résultats de ses démarches ne furent pas extraordinaires, ils 
dépassèrent cependant ses espérances. On lui confia quelques 
montres à réparer et il obtint la commande de quatre ou 
cinq réveils. Dans une maison une belle fille le gratifia de 
nombreux sourires dont il fut tout heureux. 

Vers la fin de l’après midi, sa tournée étant faite, il se 
disposait à revenir vers la ville, mais à un croisement de che- 
mins, au lieu de descendre vers la vallée, il obéit à une im- 
pulsion seudaine et s’engagea dans le raccourci abrupt qui 
menait (il le savait fort bien) à la propriété de Darreaux. 
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Après avoir gravi un penchant boisé, il parvint à un vaste 
| plateau. La s'étendaient des prairies peuplées de chevaux et 
entourées de barrières blanches. La maison de Darreaux s’é- 
levait au milieu d’un assez grand parc à l'entrée d’une gorge 
que dominaient des bois de sapins. 

Rémi n’aperçut personne aux alentours. Il pénétra dans 
le parc en franchissant une barrière et vint frapper à une 
porte vitrée. Ce fut Darreaux qui lui ouvrit. Il dit avec 
froideur : 

— D’habitude les visiteurs s’adressent au pavillon, près 
de la grille, pour le service de la maison. 

— Pardonnez-moi, dit Rémi Vailleux. J’ai sauté la bar- 
… rière de ce côté. 

Darreaux regardait le jeune homme avec une attention 
sévère. Il resta silencieux quelques instants puis il le fit en- 
trer dans le vestibule: 

— Je te reconnais bien maintenant, dit Darreaux. Tu es 
Rémi Vailleux. 

— C'est grâce à vous que j'ai pu être élevé et instruit 
dans cette petite pension, tout près d'ici, répondit le jeune 
homme. Je vous en suis resté reconnaissant. 


— Je ne veux pas qu’on parle de cela, coupa Darreaux. 
Voici bien dix ans que je n’ai plus de tes nouvelles. Qu’y 
a-t-il pour ton service? 

Rémi expliqua qu’il travaillait chez un horloger et qu'il 
faisait de loin en loin certaines tournées dans la campagne 
pour augmenter les gains du commerce. 


— Je peux te demander de réparer une pendule ancien- 
ne, proposa Darreaux. Le mécanisme est délicat et nous hési- 
tons à la trimballer jusqu’à la ville. 

— J'ai vu Thérèse Darreaux il y a quelques jours, dit 
soudain Rémi. 

— Je vais te montrer cette pendule, trancha Darreaux. 

Rémi passa toute la soirée à démonter des rouages et à 
les nettoyer. Aucune pièce n’était faussée et c’était simple- 
ment un travail de patience. De temps à autre il s’arretait 
pour regarder les meubles du salon, ou bien, à travers les 
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grandes fenêtres, l’allée bordée d’arbres et de fleurs qui s’ou- 
vrait vers les lointains. C’est ainsi qu’il vit venir par cette 
allée Thérèse Darreaux montée sur un cheval. Il songea bi- 
zarrement que jamais il ne serait capable de se tenir en selle, 
tant il se trouvait malhabile à tous les exercices du corps. 

La jeune fille confia son cheval à un palefrenier puis elle 
entra. Rémi entendit bientôt une discussion assez vive entre 
le père et la fille, mais il ne réussit pas à comprendre de 
quoi il s’agissait. 

Quelques minutes plus tard, comme le soir tombait, Dar- 
reaux vint lui dire de revenir un autre jour pour achever 
son ouvrage. Vailleux ne vit pas Thérèse qui avait dû monter 
dans sa chambre. Toutefois, quand il fut sorti, il s’arrêta un 
moment pour examiner la façade. Une lumière brillait au 
premier étage et il supposa que c'était la chambre de Thérèse. 
I n’éprouvait aucun sentiment d’amour. Une simple inquié- 
tude. Il supposait maintenant, à tort ou à raison, que la jeune 
fille avait de graves ennuis. Il resta là un. moment à s'inter- 
roger, puis il prit dans son sac le réveil qui avait servi à ses 
démonstrations et, après l’avoir remonté, il le glissa sous la 
fenêtre dans les herbes de la plate-bande. 


Il s’eloigna. C’était le crépuscule, mais dans les prairies 
la lumière demeurait très vive. Quelques chevaux n’étaient 
pas encore rentrés aux écuries. 


Vailleux eut l’idée soudaine de sauter sur un de ces 


chevaux. Il choisit pour cet exercice celui qui paraissait le 


plus lourd et le plus paisible. S’il réussit tant bien que mal 
à chevaucher la bête, il éprouva de grandes difficultés à se 
maintenir. Le cheval s’etait mis à trotter sans méchanceté, 
mais ce mouvement suffisait à rendre la situation difficile pour 
Vailleux. Celui-ci s’accrocha vainement à la crinière et bien- 
tôt il roula dans la prairie. 


À peine se relevait-il qu'il entendait des éclats de rire. 
Il aperçut Michel, Ephraim et Fauvette, c’est à dire trois des 
membres les plus illustres de la Tribu des Ombres. 

— Qu'est-ce que vous faites par ici? leur cria-t-il. 

Les deux gamins et la fille étaient sortis d’un buisson où 
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ils se trouvaient dissimulés. Ils expliquèrent gravement que 


‘ vers le soir ils venaient souvent s’exercer à monter les chevaux. 


Mais la conversation devint bientôt assez animée, et les Om- 
bres entreprirent d’apprendre à Rémi Vailleux à se tenir sur 
un cheval sans selle et sans bride. 

Ces exercices, auxquels Rémi se prêta surtout pour la 
joie des enfants, durèrent un bon quart d’heure. Ils furent 
interrompus par l’arrivée inattendue de Georges Cramer, alors 
que Michel, Ephraim et Fauvette faisaient une démonstration 
sur des chevaux pleins d’ardeur. Cramer cria aux enfants de 
mettre pied à terre, et comme il les injuriait ceux-ci filèrent 
sur leurs chevaux jusqu’à Vextrémité du pré et là ils sautè- 


| rent et disparurent. 


— De quoi vous mêlez-vous? dit Vailleux à Cramer. 

— Que faites-vous ici? trancha l’autre. 

— Nous sommes vous et moi sur la propriété de M. Dar- 
reaux: il n’y a aucune raison pour que vous parliez en maitre. 

Cramer regarda Vailleux avec mépris: 

— Je ne tiens pas à discuter avec un mendiant, conclut-il. 

Vailleux eut beaucoup de peine à se contenir. 

— Je n’ignore rien de votre passé, ajouta Cramer. Il est 
bien inutile de faire le fanfaron. 


— Apres tout, cela m’est égal et vous êtes un imbécile, 


dit Vailleux qui avait repris son sang froid. 


Il tourna le dos et s’éloigna. La nuit était tombée. Quand 


il parvint sur la route, il retrouva les enfants qui l’attendaient. 


Il revint avec eux vers la ville. Ils marchèrent longtemps en 
silence, puis Ephraim, après avoir bien réfléchi, déclara que 
Cramer était un bandit et que les Ombres se chargeraient de 
le surveiller. 

— Je n’ai rien à voir dans vos histoires, dit Vailleux. 
Tous ces gens là Cramer, Darreaux ou Thérèse Darreaux, ce 
sont des gens sans pitié. 

Fauvette et Michel cependant parlèrent de Thérèse et 
racontèrent comment Cramer la tenait par des menaces. La 
gamine avait souvent épié leurs démarches et leurs conver- 


sations. 
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— Mais toi, Vailleux, dit Ephraim qui suivait une autre 
pensée, pourquoi te caches-tu toujours dans ta boutique au 
lieu de vivre au grand air comme ce soir? 

Rémi s’arrêta. 

— Ecoute-moi bien, Ephraim, dit-il: mon père était un 
homme qui avait commis toutes sortes de mauvaises actions et 
de vols, et il est mort dans une prison. Alors le monde, le 
grand air, l'honnêteté, je m’en fiche. 

— Pourquoi aujourd’hui es-tu parti en ballade quand 
même? demandait Ephraim. 

— Un jour par hasard, comme celà, j’ai besoin de sortir, 
mais j’ai tort. 

Fauvette prit la main de Rémi et ils restèrent les doigts 
noués jusqu’au moment où ils arrivèrent dans la rue des 
Saules. 


Le lendemain Thérèse Darreaux eut encore une discus- 
sion avec son père qui prétendait, non sans raison, que Cra- 
mer était acculé à la faillite et ne semblait digne d’aucune 
confiance. Darreaux éprouvait plus d’inquiétude que de colère: 

— Je ne comprends jamais, dit-il, que tu aies pu con- 
sentir à donner des rendez-vous à un tel homme. 

— Cela ne s’explique pas, répondit Thérèse. 

Darreaux regarda longuement sa fille: 

— Il faut sans doute que je sois patient, conclut-il. Je 
croirais bien que Cramer cherche à m’inspirer une décision 
qui me separerait de toi tout à fait. Il pourrait encore espérer 
assez tôt mon héritage. Ma santé n’est pas merveilleuse. 


Thérèse protesta avec violence (Cramer était au dessus 
de tout soupçon), puis elle éclata en sanglots. 

— Je l’aime beaucoup plus qu’on ne l’imagine, dit-elle 
lorsqu'elle fut un peu calmée, et je me jetterais au feu plutôt 
que de résister à sa volonté. 

Darreaux ne put se contenir en entendant une telle dé- 
claration. Il avoua que sans doute il n’hésiterait pas, à toute 
extrémité, à tuer Georges Cramer. Thérèse le supplia en vain 
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_ de comprendre qu'il s'agissait de son bonheur. Il sortit et la 
_ laissa en proie à de graves hésitations. 

Thérèse monta dans sa chambre, et s’accouda à la fenêtre 
devant la belle campagne. Elle se demandait par quel caprice 
| elle s'était attachée à un homme auquel toujours et sans re- 
_mords elle était enchantée d'obéir. C’est alors qu’au bas de 
la fenêtre une étrange musique se déclencha. Thérèse, sur- 
prise par ce chant, descendit en hate par l'escalier et trouva 
. parmi les plantes le réveil de Vailleux. Elle le prit et revint 
dans sa chambre. Quelques instants plus tard elle se décidait 
à faire une promenade dans la montagne, au lieu d’aller au 
rendez vous que Cramer lui avait donné. 

Elle monta par le ravin, et retrouva un peu plus haut 
d’autres prairies et des bois. Elle ne savait où aller. Elle prit 
un chemin, revint sur ses pas, et finit par pénétrer sous une 
futaie de hauts sapins. Elle se croyait seule, mais elle était 
épiée par ces damnés gamins de la tribu qui se glissaient de 
tronc en tronc avec des ruses passionnées. Elle finit par re- 
trouver un sentier et, dans une clairière, elle aperçut Geor- 
ges Cramer qui venait au devant d'elle. 

À sa vue elle fut saisie d’effroi, mais elle se jeta aussitôt 
dans ses bras. 

— On ne peut échapper à l’amour, dit doucement l’hom- 
me. Je te cherchais: je suis sûr que ton père t’a encore tour- 
mentée. 

Au lieu de la conduire dans sa maison, il Pentraína vers 
un chalet isolé. Elle se laissait emmener comme une enfant. 
Mais malgré la courtoisie extréme de Georges, lorsque celui- 
ci eut refermé la porte sur eux, elle se sentit soudain prison- 
niére, et voulut s'enfuir. Cramer lui affirma qu'elle devait 
éviter de rentrer chez elle ce soir lá, et qu'il se chargeait de 

régler toutes les difficultés avec son pére. L'homme dédaigna 
ses accusations et ses reproches. Il lui adressa des prières 
pleines d’une ardeur passionnée qui la laisserent dans un com- 
plet désarroi lorsqu'il fut sorti du chalet, après l’avoir en- 


fermée dans une chambre. 
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Au matin Darreaux constata l’absence de sa fille. Il sauta | 


dans sa voiture et se rendit chez Cramer. Il ne rencontra ni 


Cramer ni Thérèse. Cependant Ephraim, Michel et Fauvette | 


discutaient vivement avec Vailleux devant la boutique de | 


Sebard. Ils devaient lui conter les démarches de Thérèse et 


de Cramer, mais Vailleux envoya les gamins à tous les diables. | 


Pourtant, dans la matinée, comme l’horloger lui rappelait. 
qu’il devait poursuivre la réparation d’une horloge chez Dar-. 
reaux (on ne devait pas mécontenter un personnage aussi in- 


y 


fluent), Vailleux consentit à prendre le chemin de la mon-. | 


tagne. 


Il arriva chez Darreaux au début de l’après midi et se | 


mit à l’ouvrage. Darreaux restait froid et indifférent. Vail- 


leux l’observait par la porte entr’ouverte du salon et bientôt : 


il vit entrer le facteur. 


Darreaux trouva dans son courrier une lettre de Thérèse 


qu'il ouvrit et lut avec patience. Thérèse avouait dans cette - 


lettre que depuis assez longtemps elle était la maîtresse de | 


Cramer. Il suivit tous les mots un à un. Enfin il posa la lettre 


_ sur la cheminée. 


Presque aussitôt Thérèse entra. Elle semblait assez dé- 
sespérée. 


— Est-ce vrai? Est-ce possible? s'écria Darreaux quand 
il Papercut. 


Elle baissa la tête, et ce geste pouvait sembler un aveu. | 


Darreaux fit quelques pas, comme s’il cherchait à maîtriser 


sa colère. Mais il se retourna brusquement et déclara à sa 


fille qu'il ne désirait plus la revoir et qu'il ne lui pardonne- 
rait jamais sa faute. 

Thérèse gagna sa chambre. Elle rassembla quelques effets 
dans une valise. Au moment de partir elle aperçut le réveil 
de Vailleux. Elle le remonta avec une vivacité qui aurait pu 
paraître insensée, et, rouvrant sa valise, elle y plaça, ce ré- 
veil. Puis elle quitta la maison. 


Vailleux la vit qui s’éloignait le long de l’allée. Comme | 


il avait terminé son ouvrage il passa dans le vestibule. Dar- 
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reaux ne s’y trouvait plus et Vailleux aperçut par un hasard 
la lettre de Thérèse sur la cheminée, Il hésita à la lire, mais 
il ne put résister à une soudaine curiosité, Il eut ainsi Vex- 
| plication de la scène à laquelle il avait assisté, et il se con- 
tenta de rire avec mépris. 


TR a Pe A 


En quittant la maison de Darreaux, Vailleux fut rejoint 
par Fauvette. Elle lui démontra avec une vivacité enfantine 
| que Cramer devait cruellement abuser de la faiblesse inex- 
plicable de Thérèse, et que celle-ci n’avait rien à se reprocher: 

— De quoi te mêles-tu? dit Vailleux. Et puis il y a des 
preuves que cette Therese... 


Mais Fauvette le supplia avec tant de douceur qu'il se 
laissa conduire par elle jusque chez Cramer. Cramer n’était 
pas à la maison. Ephraim, posté dans les environs, avait vu 
l’homme s’éloigner le long d’un chemin de la montagne. Il 
| entraîna Fauvette et Rémi jusqu’au chalet de Cramer, mais 
il ne s’y trouvait personne. Ils attendirent, puis d’autres mem- 

bres de la tribu vinrent annoncer que Cramer devait chercher 
_ Thérèse et qu'il était à ce moment dans le voisinage. Quant 
_ à Thérèse elle avait échappé à tous les regards dès qu’elle 
était sortie de la maison de son père. Rémi Vailleux, malgré 
| son mauvais vouloir, consentit à suivre Ephraim qui lui certi- 
«fiat qu’un drame se préparait. 

— Fiche moi la paix, protestait Vailleux. 

— Nous tous, insistait Ephraim, nous avons juré de faire 
la vie dure aux gens malhonnétes et aux salauds. 

— Vous aurez fort à faire, disait Vailleux. 

Ils arrivèrent bientôt sur la crête d’une petite gorge. Au 
fond de la gorge ils aperçurent Thérèse et Cramer qui discu- 
taient avec violence: 

— Je ne veux plus vous revoir, répétait la jeune fille. 

Cramer, se démasquant tout a fait, expliquait avec cy- 
nisme qu’il avait envoyé à Darreaux une lettre, et qu’il avait 
imité assez bien l'écriture de Thérèse. Cette lettre disait que 
Thérèse était la maîtresse de Cramer. 
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— Qui m’empéche de vous dénoncer? s’écria-t-elle. 

— Il refusera de vous croire, et vous devez encore écouter 
ce que j'ai à vous dire. 

Alors Cramer, sans quitter tout à fait le ton de la me- 
nace, déclara que son amour pour Thérèse l’obsédait telle- 
ment qu’il avait dû se résoudre à employer des moyens ex- 
trêmes, afin d'obtenir une décision rapide. 

Avec une habileté cruelle il prouva cet amour, et sa sin- 
cérité semblait évidente. La jeune fille se laissait peu à peu 
séduire. Il lui prit la main. 

Alors le réveil qu’elle avait placé dans sa valise sonna 
soudain. Thérèse et Cramer écoutèrent cette musique avec 
étonnement et s’écartèrent l’un de l’autre. Vailleux, boule- 
versé lui aussi, ordonna à Ephraim de filer à tous les diables 
et il descendit rapidement la pente de la gorge. 

Thérèse, dès qu’elle aperçut le nouvel arrivant, s’enfuit, 
comme si elle était saisie par quelque terreur. Quant à Cra- 
mer, au lieu de la poursuivre, il cria des injures à Vailleux. 
A peine eut-il le temps de lui rappeler que son père était un 
misérable, car Vailleux fit rouler contre lui un gros éclat de 
rocher dont il ne put éviter le choc. 


Vailleux se häta de descendre au fond de la gorge et il 
constata que Cramer avait reçu un coup mortel (sa poitrine 
portait une blessure assez effrayante). 

Vailleux demeura quelques instants avant de compren- 
dre la gravité de l’affaire. Sans doute il avait fallu un hasard 
étonnant pour que ce morceau de rocher eût ainsi frappé par 
son angle le plus aigu. Mais Vailleux avait agi avec une vio- 
lence peu commune. Il ne lui restait qu’à s’abandonner à un 
destin qu’il avait évidemment hérité d’une famille très misé- 
rable. Rien ne justifiait son acte. Il aperçut au loin sur une 
prairie Thérèse Darreaux qui s’éloignait. Il n’aurait pu même 


songer à Un amour sans espoir car une telle forme d’amour 
l’eùt révolté. 
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| Vailleux résolut de regagner la ville aussi rapidement 
que possible, mais d’abord il fouilla les poches du cadavre. 
| C'était un geste machinal, et il ignorait pour quelle raison 
il faisait cela. Il s’empara du portefeuille et parmi les papiers 
ordinaires qu’il contenait il trouva certaines pages griffonnées 
| ainsi qu’une lettre portant la signature de Thérèse et qui était 
la copie de celle que Darreaux avait reçue ce jour là. Vail- 
_ leux se demanda seulement pourquoi l’homme n’avait pas dé- 
- truit la preuve du faux auquel il s’appliquait sans doute de- 
puis longtemps. Mais Cramer tenait, par un sentiment per- 
vers, à montrer à Thérèse de quoi il était capable pour la 
maintenir en son pouvoir, persuadé que cette trahison même 
‘prouvait la force de son amour. 
Vailleux se rendit chez Darreaux et lui exposa tous les 
faits, sans omettre le crime qu’il avait commis. Darreaux l’é- 
couta presque sans mot dire, ne sachant ce qu’il devait lui 
répondre. Vailleux le quitta avec brusquerie et revint à la 
ville. En route il retrouva Ephraim et quelques membres de 
la tribu. Ils connaissaient la fin de l’histoire, car ils s’étaient 
rendus dans la gorge après le départ de Vailleux. Celui-ci 
jura qu'il ne voulait plus jamais les revoir et les gamins s'en- 
‚fuirent effrayés, le laissant seul. 


La suite de l’histoire ne peut guère se raconter en détail. 
Voici les faits essentiels. 

En premier lieu, Darreaux, après avoir retrouvé sa fille 
qui s’apprêtait à prendre le train, résolut avec elle de garder 
le silence sur le meurtre commis. Toutes les enquêtes qui fu- 
rent faites à ce sujet par la police échouèrent. Les gamins, 
interrogés, se turent obstinément. Ils pleurèrent, jurèrent, 
se firent flanquer des gifles et finirent par persuader à toui 
le monde qu'ils étaient de simples abrutis. On en vint assez 
facilement à conclure que Cramer avait été victime d’un ac- 
cident. 

Mais surtout il y eut cet amour soudain de Thérèse pour 
Vailleux. Son père lui avait révélé l’origine de Vailleux et 
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elle se souvint en effet qu’elle l’avait rencontré à plusieurs 
reprises à la maison au temps de son enfance. Elle ne com- 
prenait pas sa passion qu’elle jugeait d’autant plus impos- | 
sible que Vailleux ne l’imaginait même pas. Ce fut l’indiffé- 
rence de Vailleux qui provoqua le dénouement. 

Sebard avait pris un nouvel employé et Vailleux visitait 
très souvent la clientèle de la montagne. Au cours de ses dé- | 
marches il trouvait toujours Therese sur son chemin. Comme » 
il se méprisait de plus en plus aussi bien que Thérèse et | 
tous ceux qui avaient participé au drame, il n’evita guère de | 
parler avec la jeune fille qu’il accabla d’abord de paroles À 
assez dures. Ils eurent des conversations qui devinrent peu à i 


peu banales et enfin familières et sans arrière pensée. Un … 
jour comme il se sentait attiré vers elle, il comprit enfin quel- | 
le sottise il commettait et il la repoussa avec colère. Mais elle A 
s’obstina et Vailleux ne put s'empécher de répondre à sa 
tendresse. 


Ils se donnèrent de vrais rendez-vous. Darreaux eut con- 
naissance de ces faits, et il menaça de dénoncer Vailleux. Cela 
aussi précipita les évènements. 


Un matin Thérèse vint retrouver Vailleux chez Sebard. 
Elle arriva montée sur un cheval. Elle en menait un autre 
par la bride et tous les gens du quartier (en premier lieu la 
tribu des gamins) assistèrent avec étonnement à la scène ra- 
pide qui se déroula. Rémi Vailleux et la jeune fille sortirent 
ensemble de la boutique, sautèrent sur les chevaux et s’éloi- 


gnèrent. Ce fut après leur départ qu’Ephraim rallia la tribu 
des Ombres. 


— Elle a dit, prétendait Ephraim, qu’ils se tueraient dans 
la montagne. Je l’ai bien entendu, je vous le jure. Vailleux 
est une espèce de bandit, comprenez-vous, et elle ne peut pas 
l’épouser. 

Il y eut un long conciliabule. Certains répétaient que 
Vailleux était un salaud, et que depuis quelque temps il mé- 
prisait les gamins et qu’il ne leur parlait plus avec franchise. 
Ephraim plaida la cause de Vailleux, et ce fut l’occasion de 
la plus étrange aventure. 
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Je ne sais comment les gamins purent concevoir l’idée 
puis mirent a Execution. Au cours de la matinée, ils se ren- 
E dirent à la propriété de Darreaux et s'emparérent de tous les 
N chevaux qu’ils purent rassembler. Certains d’entre eux furent 


HE! - DI . . 
de Thérèse et de Vailleux, tandis que le gros de la troupe 
| suivit Vallée qui menait à la maison de Darreaux. ia 


Ephraim et Fauvette menaient la cavalcade. Darreaux, 
surpris ouvrit la porte du vestibule et s’avanca au devant 
. deux. Il se trouva bientôt entouré par une troupe d'éner- de 
gumenes qui n’écoutérent nullement les remontrances et Pac- Y 
_cablerent d’explications concernant Thérèse et Vailleux. Dar- À 


reaux finit par accepter qu’on discutât posément, mais lors- 
qu'il comprit la décision extrême que sa fille et Vailleux È). 
| avaient prise sans aucun doute, il ne manifesta aucune in- | 
quiétude. Il alla lui-même seller un cheval et partit avec les 3 
| gamins. i à 


Les heures qui suivirent furent cependant assez confuses, 
| car les gamins qui étaient partis à la recherche de Thérèse 
et de Vailleux firent des rapports contradictoires. Enfin on 
découvrit les deux amants dans l’auberge d’un village. Ils 
parurent d’abord furieux de voir Darreaux. Les gens du pays 
s'ameutaient autour des chevaux montés par les gamins. 
— Allons nous expliquer en un autre lieu, dit Vailleux. 
Un peu plus loin sur la route Vailleux s’expliqua en effet: 
— Nous n’avions pas l’intention de faire les imbeciles, 
mais simplement de nous promener, déclara-t-il a Darreaux, 
et nous voulions discuter au sujet de notre avenir. Nous avons 
résolu de partir ensemble pour l'étranger où nous vivrons 
aussi bien que vous dans votre maison. J’ai un métier et vous 
m'avez rien à voir là dedans. 
Darreaux se tut d’abord. Thérèse semblait effrayée. 
— Avoue, lui dit son père, que vous étiez prêts à vous 
jeter dans quelque ravin. 
Thérèse le nia avec tant d'énergie que tout le monde sentit 
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à quel point les deux amants étaient désespérés et résolus à 
rompre avec une vie que les évènements rendaient impratica- 
ble. Enfin Vailleux mit les choses au point: 

— Soit. Nous n’avions pas non plus le désir de nous mé- 
nager, mais personne ne nous empêchera de faire ce que 
nous avons projeté. Nous avons assez d’argent pour aller dans 
un autre pays et nous fonderons une exploitation, par exemple 
dans une contrée suffisamment désagréable où personne ne 
viendra nous relancer. Aujourd’hui nous avions besoin seule- 
ment de passer une journée tranquille comme on en voit dans 
les livres. Fichez nous la paix. 

Les gamins et Darreaux n’avaient rien à répondre. Dar- 
reaux jugeait inutile de contrarier les projets de Thérèse et w 
de Vailleux. Il trouva cependant une conclusion qui le 
satisfit : 

— Vous partirez demain, dit-il. Je vous aiderai et j’es- 
père que nous nous reverrons un jour dans des circonstances 
plus faciles. Mais ce soir ces damnés gamins m’ont donné 
plutôt des idées de fête. Allons tous à la maison. 

Vers le soir toute la troupe revint à la propriété de Dar- 
reaux. On s’assembla dans la vaste salle, sans aucun apparat. 
Vailleux et Thérèse parlèrent avec Darreaux des pays où ils 
pourraient s'établir. Ephraim et Fauvette chantérent une 
chanson à mi-voix. Cela ressemblait à des fiançailles secrètes. 
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INTERDICTION 


Il y a ce couteau dans ma gorge, oublié par la Création. 

Ou alors, de deux choses l’une: la naissance est une guil- 
lotine. La vie dangereuse est là, au milieu des miracles. 

Bouchez-vous les oreilles, hommes des villes, cratères, îles 
flottantes, pierres en fleurs grises et noires, couleurs de la réa- 
lité! je chause les bottes de sept lieues et c’est la mort, ou 
la résurrection. 

L’homme est caché, la flamme est au centre de l’interdit 
et les planètes sont les entrailles de la prostitution: Voilà 
pour vous! 

Et maintenant, voici pour moi: 

Je pardonne à Dieu mes offenses. 


RAISON GARDER 


J'étais dans les chaînes du silence, plus lourdes encore que 
la folie, et jai recontré cet homme enveloppé dune grappe 
de lumiére comme un cerisier en fleurs. Nous avons marché 
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pendant longtemps, parfois la main dans la main, puis l’un 
devant l’autre en gravissant la montagne aride et nous avons 
vu enfin, au soleil couchant, la mer et la liberté. 

Le lumineux archange longeait la paroi abrupte tandis 
que je marchais sur l’extrême bord du précipice. Un fleuve 
de pierre nous sépara pour toujours: la montagne crachait 
ses blocs de granit. 

J’atteignis le sommet et m’étendis sous un ciel implacable, 
sous le ciel d'acier de ma propre solitude. 


VARIATIONS 


Enfant, j'ai vu mourir un chien blessé. J'ai vu s’eteindre 
un regard d’ange, oui! Je Vai vu passer léger et fin: un fil 
d'or dans les cheveux d’Atalante. 

Et depuis, sa blessure roule dans mon sang comme un 
caillou dans le torrent. 

Je voyais le vent sur les seigles de lété, les paroles hu- 
maines étaient arrêtées par les papillons dont les ailes multi- 
colores si douces au pouce et à l’index, et si fragiles! chan- 
geaient les cris hostiles en un silence chaud subtil tel que je 
me voyais déjà sur les mers chaudes, sur les mers ouvertes, 
à la poursuite d’un monde où la vie et le temps marcheraient, 
bondiraient et se reposeraient ensemble. 

Mais non! Les cordages, l’un après l’autre se sont rompus. 


QUE RESTE-T-IL DE LA FLAMME? 


Il faut d’abord choisir le point exact d’où l’on doit partir. 
Le reste importe peu. 


Pas la flèche, mais l'oiseau! Je suis un oiseau aveugle au 
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centre de la Terre et je ne puis choisir mon chemin. Il ny a 
À pas de chemin. 

Cest en allant rechercher mes désirs enfouis que je me 
suis perdu. Les arbres s’inclinaient sous la charge invisible 
du vent qui passe, les arbres se redressaient, vainqueurs une 
| fois encore. 

La joie était dans les yeux, la joie était dans l’alleluia 
. du tremble argenté, ce poète de la forêt dont les mains tour 
| à tour sombres et lumineuses rythment la danse du devenir, 
. l'innocence retrouvée. 


LA SITUATION-LIMITE 


Il est un fruit qui mürit lentement, très lentement. 

4 Si lentement que Parbre meurt avant que le fruit ne mü- 
risse, avant même qu'il n'ait apaisé la soif du voyageur épuisé. 
Il s’en faut de peu: un rayon de soleil sur l’eau tremblante 
du repentir. 

Monsieur l'architecte mesure la porte, les fenêtres, la hau- 
teur des murs et la pente du toit. On honore Monsieur l’Ar- 
_ chitecte, on le salue quand il passe dans la rue, le mètre à 

la main et le derrière au bas du dos, comme tout le monde. 
| Chaque soir un sommeil bien mesuré le supprime. 

Je veille. Mon travail a besoin de l'infini. Qui! Il me 
faut, à chaque instant passer par l'infini pour atteindre d'in- 
certaines et transitoires petites choses. C’est mon métier. 
Bonsoir ! 


LES ILES DU SOMMEIL 


Les nuits brèves de l'été, les nuits bruissant dans le feuil- 
lage nouveau quand les rêves jouent et se heurtent dans nos 
yeux clos comme des enfants heureux. 
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Je passe de Déjanire à Isolde, je suis César, puis elis 
je suis Samson, le coupeur de têtes et me voici enfin su 
glaces du Pôle creusant mon trou, guettant mon phoque. 

__ froid me réveille: c’est la rosée du matin. c 
ae Le jour va se répandre en tempête de lumière et Vhél. 
trope reprendra sa marche vers le Soleil. 


GEORGES BATAILLE 


LES LARMES ET LES ROIS 


4 L’au-dela de l’utilité est le domaine de la souveraineté. 
Il est servile d’envisager d’abord la durée, d’employer 
le temps présent au profit de l’avenir, ce que nous faisons 
| quand nous travaillons. L’ouvrier produit un boulon en vue 


; du moment où ce boulon servira lui-même à monter la voiture 
dont un autre jouira souverainement, dans des promenades 
contemplatives. L’ouvrier n’a pas en vue personnellement le 
plaisir souverain du futur possesseur de la voiture, mais ce 


ui 


plaisir justifiera le paiement que le possesseur de l’usine 


| espère et qui l’autorise à donner sans attendre un salaire à 
i l’ouvrier. C’est pour obtenir ce salaire que l’ouvrier tourne le 


y 


- boulon. En principe, le salaire lui permettra de subvenir a 


ses besoins. Ainsi ne sort-il en aucune mesure du cercle de 


la servitude. Il travaille afin de manger, il mange afin de 


li 


travailler. Nous ne voyons pas arriver le moment souverain, 
où rien ne compte, sinon le moment lui-même. Ce qui est 
4 souverain en effet, c’est de jouir du temps présent sans rien 
le ‘avoir en vue sinon ce temps présent. 


i 


y 


| Je le sais: ces énoncés sont théoriques, ils ne rendent 
| compte des faits que vaguement. Si j'envisage le monde réel, 


2 


le salaire de l’ouvrier lui permet de boire un verre de vin: 
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il peut le faire, à ce qu’il dit, pour se donner des forces, mais 
à vrai dire il le fait dans l’espoir d’échapper à la nécessité 
qui est le principe du travail. 


A mon sens, essentiellement, si l’ouvrier s’offre le verre, 
c’est qu’il entre dans le vin qu’il avale un élément miraculeux 
de saveur, qui justement est le fond de la souveraineté. C’est 
peu de choses, mais du moins le verre de vin lui donne un 
court instant la sensation miraculeuse de disposer librement 
du monde. Le vin s’avale machinalement (à peine avalé l’ou- 
vrier l’oublie), c’est toutefois le principe de l'ivresse, dont | 
personne ne saurait contester la valeur miraculeuse. D’un 
côté disposer librement du monde, des ressources du monde, ~ 
comme le fait l’ouvrier buvant le vin, participe à quelque … 
degré du miracle. De l’autre, c'est le fond de nos aspirations. 
Nous devons satisfaire nos besoins, nous souffrons si nous! 
échouons, mais s’il s’agit du nécessaire, nous ne faisons que 
suivre en nous l'injonction animale. Plus loin que le besoin, 
l’objet du désir est, humainement, le miracle, c'est la vie sou- 
veraine, au delà du nécessaire, que la souffrance définit. Cet 
élément miraculeux, qui nous ravit, peut être simplement 
l'éclat du soleil, qui, par une matinée de printemps, transfi- 
gure une rue misérable. (Ce que, la nécessité l’eût-elle en- 
durci, le plus pauvre ressent parfois). Ce peut être le vin, 
du premier verre à l’ivresse qui noie. Plus généralement ce 
miracle, auquel aspire l'humanité entière, se manifeste parmi 
nous sous forme de beauté, de richesse; sous forme, aussi bien 
de violence, de tristesse funèbre ou sacrée; enfin sous forme 
de gloire. Que signifierait l’art, l’architecture, la musique, la 
peinture ou la poésie, si ce n’est l’attente d’un moment émer- 
veillé, suspendu, d’un moment miraculeux? L’Evangile dit 
que « l’homme ne vit pas seulement de pain », qu’il vit de ce 
qui est divin. Cette formule a pour elle une évidence si claire 
qu'il faut y voir un fondement. « L'homme ne vit pas seule- 
ment de pain » est une vérité qui jamais ne sort de la tête, 
qui compte avant les autres. 


Le divin n’est sans doute qu’un aspect du miraculeux. Il 
n'est rien de miraculeux qui ne soit en un sens divin. Rien 
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de divin qui ne soit en même temps miraculeux. La question 
x 9 . . . > . . . 

est d’ailleurs difficile. La catégorie du miraculeux, moins 
| étroite que celle du divin, n’en est pas moins embarrassante. 


Je puis dire à la rigueur que l’objet du rire est divin, mais 
c'est d’abord mon sentiment, ce n’est pas aujourd’hui celui 


de tous. Si j'ai raison, si mon sentiment est justifié, encore 


aurais-je à le prouver. Je puis dire aussi de cette chose, im- 
pure et répugnante, qu’elle est divine, mais l’admettre sup- 
pose entendu le principe de l’ambiguïté du divin, qui ne dif- 
fère pas en principe de l’ambiguité du sacré. Les aspects 
extrêmes de l’érotisme, le désir obsédant dans l’érotisme d’un 
élément de miracle sont sans doute plus familiers plus saisis- 


sables. (La différence néanmoins n'est pas telle que nous ne 


retrouvions dans ce domaine le risible et le répugnant sous 
leur forme la plus trouble). Le moins étrange assurément n'est 
pas que la mort et la naissance nous communiquent au plus 


- haut degré la sensation de miracle du sacré. 


Le domaine que nous embrassons dans son étendue, mais 
seulement dans ses lignes générales, est d’une complexité si 
grande que le besoin d’une description cohérente se fait sentir. 


. Si le souverain est essentiellement le miracle, et s’il participe 


à la fois du divin, du sacré, du risible ou de l’érotique, du 
répugnant ou du funèbre, ne devrais-je pas donner le tableau 
systématique de ces aspects? Il semble vain d’aller plus loin 
dans la connaissance de la souveraineté sans rendre compte 
de l’unité profonde d’aspects dont l’apparence est si variée. 
Néanmoins, pour commencer, il me semblerait inopportun 
d’avancer dans cette voie. Ce tableau de l’ensemble du do- 
maine devrait être la suite de la position des problèmes fon- 
damentaux. Ce devrait être un résultat final, n’intervenant 
qu’en dernier lieu. Je voudrais m’engager tout d’abord dans 
la direction de l’essentiel. 


Si nous pleurons, si nous sanglotons, si nous rions à per- 

; a ; 
dre haleine, nous ne savons plus rien. Ce n’est pas tant que, 
par lui-même, le mouvement du rire ou des larmes arrête la 
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pensée. C’est en vérité l’objet du rire, ou l’objet des larmes, 
qui brisent la pensée, qui retirent de nous le savoir. Le rire 
ou les larmes se déchaînent dans le vide de la pensée, que 
leur objet fit dans l’esprit. Mais ces mouvements, comme les 
mouvements profondément rythmés de la poésie, de la mu- 
sique, de l’amour, de la danse, ont le pouvoir de maintenir, 
de prendre et de reprendre sans fin l'instant qui compte, 
l'instant de la rupture, de la faille. Comme si nous tentions 
d’arrêter l’instant et de le figer dans les hoquets sans cesse 
repris de nos éclats de rire ou de nos sanglots. L’instant mi- 
raculeux où l’attente se résoud en rien, nous détachant d’un 
sol où nous rampions, dans l’enchaînement de l’activité utile. 


Il est donc, à de rares moments privilégiés, des objets de © 
pensée dont les conditions peuvent être connues de la même 
façon que les autres objets de la connaissance. Ainsi l’objet 
du rire, l’objet des larmes. Mais le propre de ces objets, 
c’est, fût-ce par hypothèse, que la pensée qui les conçoit les 
dissocie, et par là se dissout elle-même comme pensée. Les 
contenus préalables à cette dissolution peuvent être connus 
et même les conditions dans lesquelles ils se dissolvent peu- 
vent l'étre: ces conditions peuvent l'être, par exemple, si 
l’objet dont il s’agit provoque un rire interminable. Nous 
cesserons dès lors de parler du rien dans lequel l’objet se 
dissoud, nous parlerons de ce que fut l’objet dissous et de 
ce qui détermina la dissolution. Ainsi nous sera-t-il possible, 
à la rigueur, de parler de ce qui est souverain. La pensée qui 
s'arrête devant ce qui est souverain poursuit légitimement ses 
opérations jusqu’au point où son objet se résoud en rien, 
parce que, cessant d’être utile, ou subordonné, il devient sou- 
verain en cessant d'être. 


II 


En principe, il n’y a pas lieu, si nous n’envisageons qu’en 
général le mouvement de la souveraineté, de nous attarder 
trop longtemps à l’aspect particulier du rire ou des larmes, 
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pro! se refère en particulier la suggestion qui précède. Je 
Le contenterai de rappeler que, pour le rire, cette manière 
de voir est classique. J'insisterai néanmoins plus longuement 
È sur les larmes: pour la raison que je tire en fait de la ré- 


| 
i flexion sur les larmes la notion générale de miraculeux. 


% Il me semble bon de donner ici ma pensée au moment 
Bde. son essor. Sa cohésion finale, à mon sens, aurait moins 


1 
d'intérêt (bien que Vatteindre ne demanderait, en somme, 


y qu'un temps excessif). 


| Depuis de longues années l’aspect ambigu des larmes me 
_ frappait, qu’un événement heureux provoque aussi bien que 
} le malheur. Mais les larmes heureuses n’ont pas été, comme 
le rire, l’objet d’investigations innombrables et minutieuses. 
: Cette lacune surprenante, á elle seule, me montrait la nature 
. décevante de l’amas que forment dans leur ensemble nos con- 
naissances psychologiques. J’avais remarqué que, parfois, ces 
larmes de bonheur me montaient aux yeux dans des circons- 
tances qui me laissaient déconcerté. Je ne suis pas enclin 
à noter à mesure ces sortes de faits, mais l’un d’eux m’est 
resté dans la mémoire. Un de mes cousins par alliance est 
officier dans la marine anglaise: il servait pendant la guerre 
à bord du Hood. Peu d’heures avant que le Hood n’allät par 
le fond, et tout l’équipage avec lui, mon cousin fut envoyé 
en mission et gagna le bord d’un bateau plus petit. L’Ami- 
rauté annonça officiellement sa mort à sa mère: c'était lo- 
gique, il faisait partie de l’equipage du Hood, qui avait, ou 
peu s’en fallait, péri jusqu’au dernier homme. Mais sa mère, 
après quelques jours reçut une lettre de lui relatant les cir- 
constances dans lesquelles il avait, «par miracle », échappé 
à la mort. Je ne fis la connaissance de mon cousin que bien 
plus tard, il s’agit d'événements qui ne m’avaient pas tout 
d’abord atteint personnellement. Mais sans autrement m'y 
attarder, j’eus l’occasion de rapporter l’histoire à des amis, 
ei chaque fois, à ma grande surprise, les larmes me monterent 
aux yeux. Je n’en voyais pas la raison, mais ¡j'ai l’habitude, 
pour chaque chose, de me demander ce que l’on en sait (dussè- 
je me dire, assez vaguement, que cela se trouve, sans doute 
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en telle sorte de livres...): à la fin, le soupçon que personne 
n’en savait rien me vint à l'esprit. Personne, apparemment, 
n’avait proposé même une hypothèse absurde, ayant tout au 
moins le mérite d’avoir introduit la recherche; personne mé- 
me n’avait sans doute aperçu l'intérêt de ces larmes para- 
doxales (cependant s’il s’agit du rire, les questions les plus 
secondaires ont fait l’objet d’études nombreuses). Je ne suis 
pas sûr de cette carence; je le sais, je devrais chercher da- 
vantage. Mais j’en parlais dans une conférence à laquelle 
assistaient de notables philosophes: personne apparemment 
n’en savait plus que moi. 


Ce point, en lui-même, est sans importance, mais je dus 


m’efforcer de résoudre seul un probleme qui m’etonnait. Je i 
retins d’abord la relation de telles larmes et du succès. Tout . 
le monde sait que l’on pleure de joie. Mais je n’épprouvais 
pas de joie. Le succès me parût à la rigueur répondre à un 
ensemble de cas dont j’avais, malgré tout, une représentation 
plus générale et plus détaillée qu'aujourd'hui. Soudain — 
tandis que j’envisageais les problèmes de mon étude — il 
me sembla que le miracle, que le miracle seul, faisait naître 
ces larmes heureuses. Le miracle, ou, sinon, ce qui semble 
tel, puisqu’en des circonstances semblables, il nous est impos- 
sible d’espérer la répétition du même fait. Nous ne pouvons 
de toute façon l’attendre de nos efforts... Ce caractère de mi. 
racle n’est pas rendu sans exactitude par la formule: impos- 
sible et pourtant là, qui m’avait autrefois paru seule à pouvoir 
assumer le sens du sacré. J’imaginais en même temps que l’art 
n’a pas d'autre sens, que l’art est toujours la réponse à l’es- 
poir suprême de l'inespéré, d’un miracle, c'est pourquoi la 
mesure de l’art est le génie, tandis que le talent se rapporte 
aux moyens rationnels, explicables, et dont le résultat n’a 
jamais rien d’inespere. 

J’ai voulu donner le cheminement de ma pensée, décelant 
à la longue, peu à peu, des relations inattendues, plutôt que 
l'énoncé sèchement théorique de ces relations, ou de la mé- 
thode que j’ai suivie. Dès l’abord, ce contenu, le miraculeux, 


9x . . . . x x . 
qu’à la fin je reconnaissais lá où l’on pouvait l’attendre le 
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| moins, dans l’objet des larmes, me parüt s’inscrire essentiel- 
lement dans l’attente de l’humanité. C’est alors qu’en moi- 
même je pus me dire avec un sentiment de certitude: que 
«l’homme n’avait pas seulement besoin de pain, qu’il n’était 
pas moins affamé de miracle ». Surtout je comprenais ceci de 
| capital: ce que j’avais trouvé dans les larmes heureuses, se 
trouvait aussi bien dans les larmes malheureuses. Cet élément 
miraculeux que, chaque fois que les larmes me montaient aux 
yeux, je reconnaissais dans l’ébahissement, ne faisait pas dé- 
faut au malheur. La mort qui privait d’être mon semblable, 
celui-là même où j'avais reconnu Vétre, qu'était-elle sinon, 
sous une forme négative, l’inespéré, le miracle qui suffoque? 
‘Impossible, pourtant la, comment crierait-on mieux le senti- 
ment que la mort inspire aux hommes? Ne pouvons-nous dire 
de la mort qu’en elle, en un sens, nous décelons l’analogue 
négatif d’un miracle, ce que nous avons d’autant plus de peine 
a croire que la mort atteint celui que nous aimons, qui nous 
est proche, ce que nous ne pourrions croire, imaginer possi- 
ble, si elle, si la mort n’était la. 


Le plus remarquable est que ce miraculeux négatif, donné 
dans la mort, répond le plus clairement au principe énoncé 
plus haut, selon lequel l’instant miraculeux est l’instant où 
l’attente se résoud en rien. C'est en effet l’instant où nous 
sommes jetés hors de l'attente, de l’attente, misère habituelle 
de l’homme, de l’attente qui asservit, qui subordonne l'instant 
présent à quelque résultat attendu. Justement dans le mi- 
racle nous sommes rejetés de l’attente de l’avenir à la pré- 
sence de l'instant, de l’instant éclairé par une lumière mira- 
culeuse, lumière de la souveraineté de la vie délivrée de sa 
servitude. 


Mais, je Vai dit, c'est en rien que l'attente se résoud. 
Dès lors nous devons poser doublement la question: si ce rien 
est celui de la mort, nous voyons mal en quoi l'instant est 
Villumination souveraine de la vie; si, au contraire, il s’agit 
d'un aspect miraculeux, qui séduit, telle la beauté extréme 
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de l’œuvre d'art authentique, nous voyons mal la raison pour 
laquelle la beauté ne serait rien, pour laquelle elle n’aurait 
d’autre sens que rien. J’ai parlé d’un miraculeux négatif, mais 
dans ce négatif l’élément miraculeux est contraire au désir, 
et cette manière de parler implique l'existence d'un miracu- 
leux positif, qui semble seul justifier la valeur ordinairement 


liée au terme de miracle, et dont à la forme positive répond 


l'attente d'un bien. 

C’est précisément sur ce point, c’est pour répondre à 
cette difficulté, que je fais ressortir en quoi la méthode que 
j'ai suivie m’éloignait des voies ordinaires de la connaissance. 
J’ai pris depuis longtemps le parti de ne pas chercher, comme 


les autres, la connaissance, mais son contraire, qu’est le non-sa- 
voir. Je n’attendais plus le moment où j'aurais la récompen- | 


se de mon effort, où je saurais enfin; mais celui où je ne sau- 
rais plus, où ma première attente se résoudrait en rien. C’est 
peut-être un mysticisme en ce sens que ma soif de ne pas 
savoir, un jour cessa de se distinguer de l’expérience à laquel- 
le les religieux donnèrent le nom de mystique — mais je 
n'avais ni présupposition, ni Dieu. De toute façon, cette ma- 
niere d’aller à rebours dans les voies de la connaissance — 
pour en sortir, non pour en tirer un résultat que d’autres 
attendent — conduit au principe de la souveraineté de Vétre 
et de la pensée, qui sur le plan où je suis à l’instant placé a 
ce sens: que la pensée, subordonnée à quelque résultat at- 
tendu, tout entière asservissement, cesse d’être en étant sou- 
veraine, que seul le non-savoir est souverain. 

Mais le parti pris que j’affirme, et, résultat suprême, la 
négation de résultats à venir ne peuvent seuls donner à cet- 
te pensée, qui n’est plus une pensée, ce qui la propose à l’at- 
tention. Je l’ai dit, je me borne aux lignes générales: mais à 
ce point j’atteins l’essentiel de ma position. 

J’ai réfléchi sur le non-savoir, et j’ai vu que la vie hu- 
maine abondait en moments, que je rapporte au non-savoir, 
où Pincessante operation de la connaissance se résoud. Je les 
alléguais parlant de sanglots, de rire à perdre l’haleine..., 


disant qu’en eux le déroulement de la pensée se brisait. Je 
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m’arrétais à cet aspect, sinon de la nature, de la vie humaine, 
herchant dans l’expérience l’issue de ma servitude. L'objet des 
larmes ou du rire — celui d’autres effets comme Vextase, l’éro- 
tisme ou la poésie — me semblait répondre au point même où 
l'objet de la pensée se dissipe. Jusqu’à ce point, cet objet 
pouvait être un objet de connaissance, mais jusqu’à lui seule- 
Be si bien que l’effort de connaissance échouait régulié- 
rement. (Aucun philosophe n’ignore ce qu’a d’épuisant l’im- 
possibilité de venir à bout du problème du rire, mais la poé- 
sie, l’extase, l’érotisme... ne posent sans doute pas de problé- 
mes moins épuisants). Il devait nécessairement échouer dans 
la mesure où le non-savoir, c’est à dire, où le ital., pris comme 
objet suprême de la pensée, qui sort d'elle-méme, qui se quit- 
te et devient la dissolution de tout objet, n’était pas impli- 
‘qué dans la résolution du problème. 
| Ainsi est-il facile d’apercevoir, si l’on m’a suivi, que le 
« paradoxe des larmes », qui m’embarasserait si je n’avais cet- 
‘ie position, put m’apparaitre bien au contraire, au sommet 
dune pensée dont la fin deboulonne les rails sur lesquels elle 
est engagée. Ce qui m’apparaissait n’était pas l’aspect para- 
 doxal des équivalences: à mes yeux le fait qu’un événement 
heureux puisse avoir le même effet que la mort, d'ordinaire 
envisagée comme l’événement le plus malheureux, ne fut pas 
une révélation. J’avais conscience depuis longtemps du ca- 
‚ractere banal de ces rapports, mais il acheva de rendre aveu- 
glante une lumière qui m’éblouissait. Une petite phrase de 
Goethe sur la mort: « Une impossibilité qui tout a coup se 
change en réalité », eut le mérite de rendre sensible à mes 
yeux, sans l'avoir voulu, le caractère miraculeux de Vévéne- 
ment le plus redouté. Mais le plus frappant était Pidentité de 
réactions non calculées, qui faisait, d'un point de vue défini, 
disparaître la différence entre le positif et le négatif, l’ex- 
tréme bonheur et le malbeur extrême, situant l’un et l’autre, 
indifféremment, au point de résolution de nos démarches. 
Essentiellement, une impulsion irraisonnée donnait la 
valeur souveraine au miracle, celui-ci füt-il malheureux. Ce 


qui comptait, ce que, convulsivement, les larmes maintenaient, 
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c'était, devant nous et pour nous, l'instant affreux et pourtant, 
malgré nous, merveilleux, où l’impossibilité, tout à coup, se 
changeait en réalité. Cet instant décidant sans doute de notre 
malheur, il n’en avait pas moins le sens du miracle, le pou- 
voir de dissoudre en nous ce qui, jusqu’alors, était nécessaire- 
ment asservi, était noué. D’un autre côté il n’y a nullement 
lieu de penser que les larmes du bonheur ont le sens de Pat- 
tente comblée. Car l’objet de ces larmes joyeuses est lui-même 
inattendu, il n’est lui-même, comme la mort, que, soudain, 
l’impossible. Dans ce cas l’objet de l’attente n'est plus. celui 
du désir: nous attendons, peut-être dans l’angoisse, ce qu'il | 
est raisonnable d’attendre, la durée d’un état de choses en- 
nuyeux, mais nous n’attendons pas, nous n’osons pas, ne pou- 
vons pas attendre l’issue que le désir suggère. Ou, si nous | 
l’attendons, c'est sans y croire, et, plus vraiment, nous ne l’at-. 
tendons pas si nous l’attendons contre toute raison. Ainsi le 
désir suscite-t-il l’espoir injustifié, l’espoir que la raison con- 
damne, qui diffère de l’attente de l’objet voulu ou de sa durée. 
Ce que je nomme attente, qui se résoud en rien, est toujours 
le calcul inévitable de la raison. 


J’insiste sur le fait que, d’un point de vue sans doute res- 
treint, mais auquel nous pouvons parvenir, il n’importe qu’en 
second lieu de savoir si, dans l'attente que rien ne suit, la 
surprise est triste ou joyeuse. En premier lieu ce qui importe 
de ce point de vue est qu’un aspect inattendu, inespéré, tenu 
pour impossible se révèle. C’est ici le lieu de rappeler ce fait 
remarquable: que, dans certaines iles de l'Océanie, la mort 
du roi provoquait dans tout un peuple un déchaînement où 
les régles sur lesquelles, d'ordinaire, reposaient le possible 
étaient renversées, où soudain les hommes les plus jeunes 
tuaient et violaient à l’envi. Lorsqu’elle frappait le roi, la mort 
frappait la population entière au point sensible et dès lors la 
pression latente s’exercait dans le sens d’une dilapidation dé- 
sordonnée, d’une immense fête ayant le signe du malheur. 
Chaque fois qu’elle se résoud en rien, Vattente déçue suggère 
soudain un renversement du cours de la vie. Parfois une crise 


de rire ou de larmes épuise la possibilité d’effervescence qui 
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s’ouvre à ce moment. Mais souvent la transgression amorcée 
| se développe en transgression démesurée: l’attente déçue an- 
nonce le régne de l'instant, frayant la voie du désordre sexuel 
et de la violence, de la festivité et des dilapidations. Ainsi la 
souveraineté célèbre-t-elle ses noces avec la mort. Un roi, par 
| excellence, est la créature du miracle, il concentre en lui-mé- 
me les vertus d’une présence miraculeuse. En raison d’un 
équilibre dynamique, ces vertus peuvent concourir au main- 
. tien de l’ordre et à la conservation du possible, mais c’est dans 
la mesure où l'intégrité de son pouvoir, si sacré que personne 
n’oserait rien imaginer qui le püt atteindre, assure le retour 
de la transgression et de la violence. Le « miracle » de la mort 
se situe dans le prolongement de cette exigence souveraine, 
qui appelle l’impossible devenant vrai, dans le règne de 
l'instant. 

Ce qui compte est chaque fois que l'attente, ce qui lie 
dans l’activité, dont le sens est donné dans l’attente raison- 
nable du résultat, d’une manière renversante, inattendue, se 
résolve en rien. 


III 


I existe un privilege recent des conduites conformes a 
la raison; le primat du miraculeux, de ce qui, füt-ce au prix 
de l’effroi, de ce qui arrêtait et renversait le cours des choses, 
semble appartenir au passe. Mais c’est sans doute dans la 
mesure où la conscience nous trompe, laissant dans la pénom- 
bre de l’inconscient nos désirs les mieux ancrés. À nous en 
tenir à la connaissance, qu’ordonnent et garantissent la pra- 
tique et la raison, nous pourrions croire à la possibilité d’une 
mise en ordre de toutes choses, qui excluerait le risque et le 
caprice, et fonderait l’authenticité sans limitation sur la pru- 
dence et la recherche de l’utile. Mais si la connaissance, le 
premier mouvement du moins de la connaissance, était servile? 
si la servilité (la servilité immédiate) de la connaissance, avait 
pour résultat l’impossibilité où nous sommes d’envisager, com- 
me, malgré tout, nous pourrions l’attendre, par delà l’utile le 
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souverain, par delà le moyen, une fin qui ne serait subordon- | 
née à aucune autre, une fin souveraine? Il serait arrivé ceci, 


qui est simple en somme, qui est rationnellement concevable: 


Les remarquables résultats de la connaissance savante | 
n’ont pas touché l’humanité archaïque, ni même, si l’on veut, | 
cette humanité plus récente qui, partiellement, survit au mi- 
lieu de nous et que l’on pourrait dire archaisante. Mais en, 
général l’homme moderne a placé au premier plan un domai- | 
ne que le progrès des connaissances étendit, ordonna et ren- | 


dit chaque jour plus cohérent, c’est le domaine de la conscien- 


ce, s’entend de la conscience claire et distincte. L’homme ar- | 


chaïque était principalement occupé de ce qui est souverain, 
merveilleux, de l’au-delà de Putile, mais c'est là justement 


ce qu’une conscience éclairée par le progres des connaissances | 
rejette dans le clair-obscur, douteux et condamnable, auquel - 


la psychanalyse donna le nom d’inconscient. L'homme moder- 
ne ignore ou méconnaît, il tend à dénigrer ou à nier ce que 
l’homme archaïque a tenu pour souverain. L’homme archai- 
que se posait sans fin la question de la souveraineté, c’était 
pour lui la question première, celle qui comptait souveraine- 
ment à ses yeux. Elle ne se posait pas dans son esprit sous une 
forme rationnelle, il n’imaginait pas de la résoudre de la 
même façon qu’un problème de mécanique. Car, en quelque 


sorte, il savait que la souveraineté ne peut être le résultat | 


attendu d’un effort adapté. Ce qui est souverain ne peut venir 
que de Parbitraire, de la chance. Il ne devrait pas exister 
de moyen par lequel un homme pourrait devenir souverain: 
il convient qu'il le soit, et dès lors la souveraineté ne peut 
lui être retirée, mais, s’il ne la possède pas, il ne peut l’ac- 
quérir. Comment, pour tous, rien aurait-il été plus important 
que la certitude, en un point, d’atteindre une splendeur inu- 
tile, d’excéder en ce point la misère de l’utilité? Jamais rien 
de souverain ne devait s’asservir à l’utile. Les œuvres, toutes 
les œuvres, avaient pour fin dernière et inaccessible cet élé- 
ment miraculeux qui éclaire l’être, le transfigure et lui con- 
fère, au delà de la pauvreté de la chose, cette authenticité 
royale, qui jamais ne se laisse ramener à la mesure du travail 
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umiliant. Même il apparaissait, dans ce règne du miracle, 
ue les résultats du travail dépendaient d’une vertu sans la 
grâce de laquelle le travail resterait servile. 


Le souci de l'issue heureuse ou malheureuse demeurait 
présent dans cette manière de voir archaïque, même il ne 
cessait pas d’être lourd, mais jamais il n’occupait nominale- 
ment la première place. La fécondité des œuvres exigeait elle- 
même la prééminence de l’élément souverain, heureux ou 
malheureux, faste ou néfaste. Les circonstances variaient et 
le roi pouvait aussi bien être mis à mort qu’adulé. 


cl 
| 
i; 


i 


J 
0 
È S'il n’était le témoignage de l’histoire, ou celui de l’ethno- 
_ graphie, nous devinerions difficilement aujourd’hui cette in- 
version initiale de ce qui nous semble si assuré. Nous devons 
toutefois nous demander avec calme si le monde que nous 
avons conçu conformément à la raison est lui-même un mon- 
de viable et entier. C’est un monde de l’opération subordonnée 
au résultat attendu, un monde de l’enchaînement dans la du- 
rée, ce n’est pas un monde de l'instant. L'instant y est expres- 
 sément annulé; l’instant n’est plus qu’une sorte de zéro, avec 
lequel nous ne voyons plus qu'il est possible de compter. C’est 


le point, et c’est le noyau, sur lequel échoue et se brise le 


mouvement de la connaissance, qui toujours a pour objet des 
éléments saisissables dans la durée. | 

Nous devons nous apercevoir enfin qu’independamment 
de toute forme particulière (en tout cas, cela va de soi, bien 
au delà de ses formes archaïques), le problème du moment 
souverain (de ce moment dont, en aucune mesure, le sens ne 
dépend de ses conséquences) à la fin se pose en nous, non 
comme un problème secondaire, mais comme une nécessité 


de combler le vide du monde des œuvres utiles. 


47 


GEORGES BATAILLE 


Ce qui légitime en apparence un dédain fondamental 


pour le monde de la souveraineté, désormais révolu, est la 


grossièreté de ses fondements. La souveraineté s’affirmait au- | 
trefois sur le plan de la connaissance, puisque l’homme dès | 


l’abord prétendait connaître. Mais l’exigence donnée des Pa- 


bord dans la connaissance demandait d’observer ces règles, 


que l’homme archaïque observait lui-même pour élever le 


toit de sa maison: connaître, en effet, c’est, comme on Pa dit, 


savoir faire; nous ne connaissons vraiment, nous ne connais- 
sons jamais si bien que cet objet dont nous savons comment 


il est possible de le produire, ce phénomène que nous savons | 
aisément reproduire ou dont nous pouvons prévoir la répé- | 


tition. Ces régles, il était impossible de s’y soumettre si l’on 


posait quelque chose de souverain. Mais cette chose n’en devait — 


pas moins être située dans le domaine des choses connues. 
En conséquence, l'arbitraire puéril était de mise. 

Nous pouvons aujourd’hui nous dire que, sans rien de 
souverain, un monde des œuvres utiles ne diffère ou mieux 
ne différerait pas moins de l’existence pleine et entière qu’une 
brique ne diffère de l’univers (je dis ne differerait, car si 
nous tendons à ne rien reconnaître de souverain, bien des élé- 
ments souverains survivent au milieu de nous sous les for- 
mes les plus diverses). Quoi qu'il en soit, les fondements de 
cette souveraineté religieuse, ou militaire, sur laquelle a vécu 
le passé nous paraissent définitivement puérils. La vérité est 
que nous pouvons souffrir de ce qui nous manque, mais que, 
même si nous en avons paradoxalement la nostalgie, nous ne 
pouvons que par aberration regretter ce que fut l’édifice re- 
ligieux et royal du passé. L’effort auquel cet édifice répondit 
ne fut qu’un échec immense et s’il est vrai que l’essentiel 
manque dans le monde où il s’est effondré, nous ne pouvons 
qu’aller plus loin, sans imaginer, füt-ce un instant, la possi- 
bilité d’un retour en arrière. 

En particulier, sur le plan de la connaissance, où, pour 
commencer, nous ne pouvons éviter de nous placer, nous ne 
devons même plus examiner, si ce n’est pour leur intérêt his- 
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torique, les croyances sur lesquelles reposait la souveraineté 
classique. 

| Si nous voulons, à notre tour, avoir une connaissance de 
Ne souveraineté, nous devons avoir d’autres méthodes. 


N De ces méthodes nouvelles, j’aimerais à présent donner le 
| sens historique, la portée qu’elles prennent envisagées dans la 
| perspective historique. Je dois, en premier lieu définir la con- 
naissance moderne de la souveraineté en relation avec les for- 
mes de souveraineté qui subsistent, plus exactement — qui 


subsistent et dont les fondements ne sont pas vermoulus — 


comme c’est le cas des formes monarchiques. 

È Cet ensemble de formes compose aujourd’hui un domaine 
diffus que je devrai décrire dans son ensemble. Je devrai le 
faire brièvement. 


Je l’ai dit, commencer par un tableau de détail du do- 
“maine envisagé, serait un travail interminable et dont l’expose 
n'aurait de sens qu’à partir d'une vue d’ensemble par la- 
quelle il faut bien commencer. 

A défaut d’un véritable tableau où les relations des di- 
verses conduites — ainsi le point à partir duquel s'arréte le 
rire, où silencieusement le trouble érotique lui succède, la 
| spécificité de chaque réaction et les données particulières qui 
_ répondent à la possibilité de l’une ou de l’autre, la limite à 
la généralité donnée dans l’inclination personnelle, la diffé- 
rence entre les formes rituelles et les autres, la question des 

ensembles unissant la danse, la musique et la poésie — je me 
| contenterai de donner ici la liste assez complète de ces ef- 
fusions dans lesquelles une sensibilité aiguë à l’instant présent 
se fait jour aux dépens de la subordination de chaque être 
a quelque possibilité ultérieure. Si des questions posées par 
les relations dont je parle sont traitées, c'est au hasard, sans 
chercher à donner la cohérence globale. Seulement, à la suite 
| de Vénumération indispensable, j'indiquerai ce qui dans cette 
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vue d’ensemble est nécessaire: les rapports que présentent 
généralement les moments souverains, isolément donnés dans | 
les effusions, avec l’existence d’un domaine souverain reconnu | 
de tous, distinct du domaine poétique ou de l’érotique, et | 
généralement de tous les domaines particuliers qui répondent 
à chaque effusion particulière. Je ne pourrai évidemment pas 
me passer d'établir ce rapport, puisque la connaissance de la 
souveraineté, qui pour l’homme archaïque pouvait être — | 
mais jamais d’une manière bien rigoureuse — donnée de fa- | 
çon globale, au dessus des domaines particuliers qui subsistent, | 
ne nous serait pas donnée aujourd’hui si nous ne tentions de 
la reconstituer à partir de formes diffuses, isolées, dont l’u- il 
nité n’est jamais claire. 


Le rire, les larmes, la poésie, la tragédie et la comédie — 
et plus généralement toute forme d’art impliquant des aspects 


tragiques, comiques, ou poétiques — le jeu, la colère, l’ivresse, 
l’extase, la danse, la musique, le combat, l’horreur funèbre, 
le charme de l’enfance, le sacré — dont le sacrifice est l’aspect 
le plus brùlant — le divin et le diabolique, l’érotique (indi- 
viduel ou non, spirituel ou sensuel, vicieux, cérébral ou vio- ! 
lent, ou délicat), la beauté (liée le plus souvent à toutes les 
formes énumérées précédemment et dont le contraire possède 
un pouvoir également intense), le crime, la cruauté, l’effroi, 
le dégoût, représentent dans leur ensemble les formes d’ef- 
fusions dont la souveraineté classique, dont la souveraineté 
reconnue, n’est certainement pas l’unité achevée, mais dont 
la souveraineté virtuelle le serait, si nous l’atteignions secrè- 
tement. Je n’ai pas épuisé, je le sais, ces soudaines ouvertures 
au delà du monde des œuvres utiles, qui — la valeur suprême 
en fut-elle niée, comme elle l’est de nos jours, où le jeu po- 
litique se substitue aux fastes souverains — ne cessent pas de 
nous être données. Tel terme d’ailleurs désigne un ensemble 
si vaste qu'il est difficile de les alléguer: le mot de fête, en 
un sens, n’en annonce pas moins la modalité la plus proche 
de la souveraineté (mais peut-être justement la fête n’existe, 
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au même titre que la souveraineté traditionnelle, que dans la 
mesure où elle est généralement reconnue, aussi bien a-t-elle 
perdu la plus grande partie de son pouvoir). D’autres termes 
enfin, faute de longs commentaires, auraient peu de sens: tels 
la joie, la tristesse, la douleur, la faim et la consommation 
des aliments, le dénuement extrême et l’extréme richesse 
(plus exactement, le soudain afflux de la richesse), le don... 


Dans le monde du primat des valeurs utiles, le sens global 
de ces formes différentes n’apparaît jamais. Mais ce fut, au 
contraire, le souci constant de l’homme archaïque de le rendre 
clair, voyant, et de lui donner un aspect matériel qui dominät. 
Toutes les sensations miraculeuses, fastes ou néfastes, liées 
aux effusions dont j’ai parlé, devaient en un seul point affluer 
librement, abondamment. Bien entendu, cette unité demeu- 
rait précaire, elle tendait incessamment d’une part à la bipar- 
tition — opposant essentiellement le militaire et le religieux, 
le temporel et le spirituel — d’autre part à la dispersion 
féodale. Mais le premier mouvement condensait dans les mains 
de celui qu’un signe d'élection désignait les vertus du combat 
et du jeu, de la sensualité et de la richesse, de l’horreur sa- 
crée, de l'ivresse, de l’extase et de tous les arts. Parfois, il 
devenait difficile de concilier l’inconciliable, et des rois de 
substitution devaient prendre sur eux ce qu’excluait la dignité 
royale, telle qu’alors on l’entendait: les rois de carnaval ont 
eu, sans doute successivement, le double privilège d’attirer 
sur eux la mort ou la plus joyeuse dérision. 

La plus grande confusion dans ce domaine tint à la pensée 
tardivement affermie d’une différence fondamentale entre la 
souveraineté d’ordre militaire et la religion. J’insisterai sur le 
caractère religieux de toute royauté et sur le caractère sou- 
verain impliqué dans toutes les formes religieuses. À vrai dire, 
faute d’apercevoir cette unité fondamentale, le sens de la 
souveraineté échappait. Plus précisément, ce qui échappait 
était le sens d’un effort millénaire de l’homme à la recherche 
d’un lieu où convergent toutes les chances miraculeuses de 
ce monde. 


L’échec devenu flagrant, à ce point que, sur le plan du 


51 


Mn Pay Se ee Nee Te ee EP PAR ES A tee N ONE! zn. 


\ 


DRE OU Et e APY 


> 


a oT ee 


GEORGES BATAILLE | 4 
4 


langage et de la conscience, rien á présent ne nous est plus | 
étranger que le sens de cette recherche fondamentale, a du | 
moins le mérite d’avoir laissé de l’humanité ancienne une | 
image essentiellement énigmatique. L’homme, à tout prendre, | 
est devenu pour lui-même une énigme. Les données de cette | 
énigme sont éparses dans l’histoire et seuls, dans le temps | 


pi 


présent, ces moments souverains à l’état diffus, dont nous ne | 


pouvons nier ni la constante réalité ni la signification pro: 


‘ fonde, nous fournissent en vue de la solution, un apport que | 
nous tirons de nous-mêmes, mais dont l'existence objective 
= est fermement établie. Nous ne pouvons accorder aux données | 
de l’histoire un sens analogue à celui que les hommes d'au- | 
trefois lui accordaient. Si nous exigeons la rigueur, si nous 
excluons les facilités d’une pensée mystique, qui se fie a) 
y l'inspiration et se fonde sur le jeu de la chance personnelle, | 


si nous suivons sur le plan de la connaissance des règles ana» | 
logues à celles qui assurèrent l’exactitude, au moins la fixité | 
de fait de la science, nous devons partir des moments coca 
rains, que nous connaissons selon moi du dedans, mais que 
> nous connaissons également du dehors, pour retrouver leusill 


unité, dont nous n’avons l’experience que dans le passé (où | 


elle fut donnee du dehors, mais dont nous n’avons plus au- | 
thentiquement la connaissance subjective). Cette unité existe, | 
de quelque manière, dans le temps présent, mais aucune don- | 
née saisissable n’en a rendu l'existence sensible pour nous. | 
Ce qui, pour nous, est en question est de retrouver cette vue | 
d’ensemble, à la mesure des exigences de cohésion de notre | 
pensée, à travers les vues particulières que nous pouvons nous | 
former des moments souverains isolés (comme la poésie, l’ex- 

| 


; tase, le rire...). 


a Non seulement cette vue d’ensemble diffère généralement 

de celle que l’homme archaïque se donna dans ses ins 
3 tions royales et religieuses. Mais sa connaissance elle-même | 
| aura nécessairement une forme différente. Les institutions | 
Bb, souveraines du passé existèrent objectivement. Elles étaient N 
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somme l'affirmation objective de l’unité des moments sou- 
rains, qui, d’une manière diffuse, se faisait jour à travers 
1 ensemble des hommes. Dans la mesure du possible (c’est- 


je 
D. 
a 


-dire, au moins, finalement, bien qu'avec des lacunes consi- 


érables), le roi entouré de son clergé, qui le sacrait roi, était 
le reflet de la souveraineté globale impliquée dans les mou- 


rements intimes de la foule. La conscience de ces aspects in- 
times était diffuse, ces aspects échappaient à ceux qui n’en 
pouvaient saisir que l’image extérieure, que la grossière in- 
sarnation. Le roi couronné, sous les voutes majestueuses et 
acrées d’une cathédrale, qui retentissaient des accents millé- 
naires et tragiques de la liturgie, répondait seul au désir de. 
contempler l’image miraculeuse d’une existence illimitée: ce 

niracle, il semblait peu concevable de le chercher au dedans. 

est désormais donnée à partir de Vexpérience subjective, qui 


y 


(Mais nous ne pouvons plus désormais le trouver au dehors...). 


La connaissance de l’unité des moments souverains nous 


E être, si nous voulons, distinctement consciente. Nous 
opérons ce renversement. Les moments souverains ne pouvai- 
ent apparaître jadis que du dedans, nous n’en avions pas de 
onnaissance objective. Mais il nous est possible, maintenant, 
de passer de la connaissance subjective à la connaissance 
objective de ces moments. Nous parlons du rire, des larmes, 
de Pamour, au delà de Pexpérience que nous en avons, comme 
de mouvements objectivement conditionnés (je songe moins 
a leur aspect physiologique, dont la signification nous échap- 
pe, qu’aux données objectives envisagées par la psychologie, 


a l’objet du rire par exemple). Si nous passons, par contre, 


de la considération isolée de ces moments à la notion de leur 


Ls 
IV 


Nage 2 2 Pa 
‘unité, nous sommes renvoyés, dans la mesure où nous l’attei- 


| gnons, à la subjectivité profonde. Le sens de la royauté, où, 
tant bien que mal, l’unité des aspects souverains se faisait, 
pour les autres, objectivement, n’était pas donné en vue des 
besoins du roi lui-même: il s’agissait de répondre aux aspi- 
rations d’un peuple indifférent aux problèmes personnels que 
le roi pouvait se poser. Mais comme nous sortons de cette 
manière en même temps du domaine de la connaissance po- 
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sitive et pratique des objets et de celui des croyances sub- 
jectives et gratuites, nous faisons l'expérience subjective d’une | 
absence d’objet: ce dont nous avons désormais l’expérience | 
n’est rien. Cette disparition correspond aux objets de ces ef. 


fusions qui nous font connaître des moments souverains: ce | 


sont toujours des objets. qui se résolvent en rien, qui provo» | 
quent le mouvement de l’effusion quand l’attente qui les | 
posait en tant qu’objet est déçue. Le moment de resolution | 
de l’attente en rien nous est donné dans l'expérience subjective | 
que nous en avons, mais l’objet lui-même apparaît, sur le 


champ de la connaissance positive et pratique, au moins com- 
me un objet possible — mais comme un possible qui nous i 
échappe, et nous est retiré. Bien entendu, le rien lui-méme i 
n’apparaît pas, le rien n’est que l’objet qui disparaît, mais) 
la connaissance peut l’envisager à ce titre. Ainsi, pour finir, 
le rien se trouve-t-il au point même où la connaissance et le 
non-savoir sont l’une et l’autre de mise, la connaissance im- 
pliquée dans l’objectivité de l’expérience, le non-savoir donné | 
subjectivement. Mais l’objectivité dont il s’agit s’évanouit dans | 
la mesure où elle est ainsi posée. 


Une notion claire et distincte se substitue d’abord, par 
ce moyen, aux contes puérils des temps archaïques, pour se 
résoudre absolument dans le non-savoir. Cette notion n’est | 
pas immédiatement liée à l’unité du domaine souverain, à la 
souveraineté proprement dite, donnée au delà des moments 
isolés. Il est nécessaire, avant d’apercevoir leur unité pro- 
fonde dans le rien où leurs différents objets se résolvent, d’en- 
visager isolément ces objets et leur dissolution. Toutefois, au 
delà de cet inévitable détour, l’unité peut être aperçue im- 
médiatement. 


Elle peut Pétre en une expérience globale dont l’objet 
composite est fait de la fusion en un seul des objets différents 
des effusions différentes au moment de leur résolution. Je 
puis apercevoir en un même temps la valeur érotique, risible 
ou effrayante, répugnante ou tragique d’un même objet — 
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c’est-à-dire d’un aspect objectivement conditionné. Un tel ob- 
et ne peut être donné que dans l’imagination. Mais l’imagi- 
nation peut en faire, justement, ce que la volonté d’un peuple 
a ne pouvait effectuer. Se représenter selon l’expres- 
sion de Nietzsche, une situation tragique et pouvoir en rire, 
cela suppose une interminable méditation, cela ne peut être 


que bien rarement donné dans l’expérience immédiate, dans 
| l'expérience réelle. A plus forte raison, si s’en mêlent de 
I 


quelque manière les jeux du désir et le désordre de la pas- 
| 


sion. Ces grandes eaux de la possibilité miraculeuse où d’ail- 


leurs doivent se retrouver la transparence, la richesse et la 
splendeur apaisante de la mort et de l’univers, supposent l’i- 
_magination réunissant ce qui n’est jamais donné qu’en parties. 
Le passé s’approcha de cette expérience, au delà des formes 
È institutionnelles, dans la mesure où il admit qu’une expérience 
solitaire, livrée à la liberté de l’imagination, prolongeät le 
rôle que le Dieu unique jouait dans la souveraineté objective. 
Et même il est vrai que la théologie mystique comprit, qu’à 
È travers des données positives, elle devenait à la fin Pexpérience 
de rien. Mais dans la mesure où elle ne fut que le prolonge- 
«ment de la souveraineté objective, elle devait d’abord renfor- 
cer les fondements objectifs et mythologiques de cette forme 


-archaique de la souveraineté. 
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ROME I 


Je dis t'avoir possédée, ville, par surprise, comme une 


fille dont c'est le métier de garantir son corps des pièges de … 


l'abandon et qu'une étreinte inattendue pousse brutalement | 


dans la pleine clarté de sa chair. = 


Ville, je tai vu mettre en pièces d’un seul sourire tes clins | 


d'oeil trop provocants et sauver ton visage de ses faux traits. 


Tu fus contre moi de chair toute neuve et un même pou- 


voir de source nous échut puisque nous venions d'atteindre 
ensemble le même degré de pureté. 

Ville dont les portes tournaient autour de leurs gonds 
depuis mon enfance, ville grande ouverte sur mes exigences 
d'homme, l’espace d'herbe qui me séparait à cet instant de 
ton mur d'enceinte — moins lourd de siècles que de silence 
— m’eblouissait comme le texte d’une langue inconnue fina- 
lement dechiffre. 

Désert, le viale di Porta Ardeatina ne nous jetait pas l’un 
à l’autre en páture. Bien qu’il constituät ton extrême limite, 
je my éprouvais pas cette impression d'anéantissement qui 
saisit parfois au passage d’une frontière. Le contact de ses 
mauvais pavés, tel l’anneau nuptial au doigt du jeune époux, 


me donnait au contraire le sentiment qu’une force toute neuve 
mürissait en moi. 
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Le viale di Porta Ardeatina célébrait nos noces dans une 
immobilité que n’expliquaient ni ses pavés, ni ton mur d’en- 
ceinte, ni là-bas ce banc de pierre à ce point vide qu’on leit 
dit d’eau morte. L’attitude témoignait plutôt d’une profonde 
ferveur, comme il convient à qui sait les vraies dimensions de 
sa foi. 

Cette tension loin de peser, loin, par conséquent, d’éveiller 
l'idée d’une limite, mettait à vif la moindre apparence d’eter- 
.nité, Mai, complice, Py aidait de toute la force des exhalaisons 
que de l’autre côté de la route répandait la campagne en pleine 
germination. Contre le talus, au bord duquel s’arretaient les 
cultures, butait la fatalité de l’usure et rien ne semblait devoir 
 s’insérer dans ce fragment de renouveau qui nait d’abord été 
défi à l'écoulement du temps. 

A un coude de la route m’apparut un boqueteau de ré- 
_sineux, une sorte de parc avorté. J’y pénétrai. La marche sur 
ses aiguilles desséchées et crissantes comme du sable, la froide 
clarté du sous-bois et une odeur qui rappelait celle de parfums 
rituels révélaient à mes sens Palliance des règnes, le végétal 
vet le minéral, pour la célébration du plus inaccessible des 
mystères: le présent. 

; (N’etait-ce pas à cette fin, à elle seule, ville chargée des 
chaînes de ma mémoire que je t'avais désirée? N’etait-ce pas 
dans l'espoir que par les pores de ton travertin le battement 
de mes tempes me rapporterait ta fable au présent?) 

È Le bois franchi, une inquiétude me prît. Allais-je me sou- 
venir de sa liturgie? De plus, le paysage avait changé d’aspect. 
Une zône de terre inculte sétendait très loin devant moi 
jusqu’à un groupe d’immeubles en construction que des grues 
 cernaient de leurs mouvements d’insectes. Des cigües géantes 
dont je cassais au passage les ombelles grisätres, des cruciferes, 
des plantes grasses et ça et là enfouis sous les herbes de sour- 
nois enchevêtrements de ronces conjuguaient leurs odeurs de 
ruine, Les dominant toutes, celle vireuse de la cigüe me rame- 
nait à toi, ville, mon amante belle de tant de victoires d’a- 
 mantes. 

A ma gauche, je retrouvai la paroi ocreuse de ton mur 
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d'enceinte. Quelques enjambées me séparaient du viale di} 
Porta Ardeatina. J’allais Patteindre quand de derrière le talus, 
surgit la silhouette d’une femme. L’extréme pauvreté de ses ii 
vetements — une jupe noire en haillons et un pull-over d’un | 
rouge délavé — ses pieds nus et sa peau basanée annongaient 
la paysanne ou la rôdeuse. Elle prît la direction des champs 
sans souci, apparemment, de ma présence. Sa démarche ne. | 
manquait pas d’une certaine aisance non plus que de finesse | 
le dessin de son corps. Comme je m’approchais d’elle sous le 
prétexte de lui demander mon chemin, je découvris, avec stu- 
peur, un visage ratatiné de vieillarde au fond duquel deux |} 
yeux pourrissaient lentement dans leur chassie. A ma question, 
elle haussa les épaules en silence. Ni étonnement, ni crainte È 
ne se lisaient sur ses traits. Je n’insistai pas et poursuivis ma 
route tout en la regardant s'éloigner. FI 

Elle allait du même pas ferme, indifférente aux aspérités | 
du terrain comme aux griffes des épineux. À cinq cent mètres | 
légèrement en contrebas un rideau d'arbres fermait l’hori- 
zon. Approximativement de ce côté se situait la jonction de 
la voie Appienne et de la voie Ardeatine: le chemin des Ca- 
tacombes et celui de la carrière des Fusillés. 

O ville de bonne garde, ville vierge comme le dernier 
regard d'un homme pourquoi à l’instant même où cette créature | 
disparaissait derrière le rideau d'arbres ai-je eu enfin la ré- | 
vélation du présent? 


ROME II 


Il y a toujours dans un paysage une touffe d’herbe dont 
les racines partent du regard d’une femme heureuse. 

Il y a toujours à chaque escale au moment des adieux un 
verre qui brûle soudain d’une clarté si humaine que les con- 


2 > . ” ” O 
vives n'osent plus douter de la souveraineté de leurs étreintes. 
Il y a eu un jour le contact de mes mains sur le salpétre 
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de la prison Mamertine et ce fût aussi un grand feu aux endroits 
du mur où des hommes appuyèrent leur front afin de vivre 
une dernière fois le sourire qu’ils avaient passé toute une exi- 
_stence à installer sur le socle de leurs lèvres et qui n'allait 
| guère mettre plus de deux millénaires pour sauver les miennes 
de leur nudité. 


PASSAGE 


RE MASA Dante et "ri 


Cette frontière que je parcourus si souvent parce qu’elle 
était la seule d'où je pouvais déchiffrer à loisir les signes se- 
; crets de ma liberté, cette frontière, un soir, se mît à craqueter 
| sous mes pas comme un très vieux parchemin. 
ï Je revins à moi au poste de douane. Une stagnation de 
- sourires coupait par son milieu la double raison d’être du 
local: une épaisse fumée et un éclairage au pétrole. 
: Le souvenir @un pansement sauvagement arraché bondit 
. soudain de ma mémoire et me fit pousser un cri. 
y — Soyez gentil, ne nous créez pas d’ennuis, implora une 
: voix tandis qu’une main blanche et potelée d’ecclésiastique me 
rendait mon passeport. 

J’ouvris celui-ci à la page de la photo. Ce que jy décou- 
_vris avait l’aspect d’une contrée abandonnée à l’annonce d’un 
danger imminent et vers laquelle, quoi qu’il advint, nul ne 


retournerait plus. 


GRANDS BOULEVARDS 


Dans les artères des grandes villes aux heures d’affluence 
on peut voir une femme suivre la foule d'une démarche si 
équivoque que les hommes dérivent tout naturellement vers 


elle. 
L’ocre de ses joues un peu creuses, le carmin de ses lèvres 
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_ bouche d'un buisson d’épines noires. 


à rer la solitude de son regard. 

Chaque trait de son visage a la rigueur d'un jalon sur 
une route deere mais s’il arrive que ses paupières bougen 
on ne croit pas à un signal: on attendrait plutôt le crissement | 


du sable sous les pas de la caravane. N 

Chaque trait de son visage fait que le silence devient la | 
règle fondamentale du désir et les hommes se demandent || 
pourquoi les mots qu’ils allaient dire obstruent soudain leur 


Son calme appauvrit le moindre de leurs gestes. Un feu 
éteint la sépare de leurs fables. 
Où elle habite on peut voir une lampe briller tres tard | 
dans la nuit. 
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i J’ai couru sur la route au devant des chars. Je les ai vus 
tourner à la hauteur du jardin public et avancer vers moi. Ils 
a lissaient. Je suis monté sur le mur pour mieux les voir. La 
première voiture était recouverte de mimosas. Le soleil a brille 
plus fort, et j'ai levé les bras en criant. Ma chemise sentait la 
lessive. Tout était doré. Puis le défilé a passé près de moi, 
et les branches m’ont balayé la figure. Je n’ai plus senti 
l'odeur de ma chemise. J'ai sauté sur la route, et j'ai dansé 


autour des autos. Le cortège a encore tourné devant le mo- 
‘nument aux morts et les fleurs ont été agitées, parce qu’à cet — 
endroit la route est défoncée. Une branche s’est décrochée et 

ye 


je Pai ramassée. Je courais le long du quai en agitant la 
branche, puis j'ai grimpé sur le garde-boue d'une voiture, et | 
sur le coffre, et les fleurs m'ont griffé les jambes. En passant 
. devant la Rampe, j'ai vu ma mère. Elle était debout au bord 
. du trottoir. Il y avait beaucoup de monde, mais c'est elle que 
j'ai vue. Elle riait. J'ai pensé que ses cheveux étaient dorés 
comme mon char. Elle riait et elle criait: « Lucien! descends, 
Lucien! » Mais je suis resté. Je me disais: «C’est ma mère ». 
_ Quand je la vois dans la rue, je pense toujours: « C’est ma 
mère ». Cela me semble étonnant. Elle criait « Lucien! » et 
elle riait. J’ai agité plus fort la branche. J’ai revu les bras 
de ma mère plonger dans la cuvette lorsqu'elle fait la lessive. 


T 
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Ils disparaissent alors dans la mousse, puis ressortent. Ils sont 
rouges. Quand elle rince le linge, il n’y a plus de mousse, et 
je peux voir ses bras rouges remuer dans l’eau. C’est ma mère. 
Une fois elle a mis une robe noire. Elle a mis des gants, et 
un chapeau noirs. C'était le jour auquel je ne veux pas pen- 
ser. Je ne veux pas penser à l’enterrement de ma grand-mère. 
Marta est morte, mais je n’y pense pas. 


J'étais juché sur la voiture. On a défilé dans toute la 
ville. Les gens sortaient des boutiques pour nous voir passer. 
Puis les fleurs ont commencé à faner, et leur odeur a changé. 
Le cortège s’est arrêté devant le casino. On pouvait savoir 
quelle route nous avions suivie parcequ’elle était couverte de 


boules jaunes et de roses écrasées. Je n’avais plus envie de | 
crier. C’étaient tous les autres qui criaient. Je sentais l’odeur | 


des fleurs fanées, mais je ne voulais pas penser à l’enterrement 
de ma grand-mère. Le soleil faisait briller les voitures. Les 
gens criaient, puis ils ont sauté sur moi. Ils arrachaient les 
fleurs et ils criaient. J’ai étendu les bras pour protéger l’auto. 
J’avais la figure dans les branches. L’odeur est devenue trés 
forte. Ils voulaient tout arracher. J’étais accroché des deux 
mains au toit de la voiture. Le soleil m’aveuglait, et j’ai senti 
que mes yeux me brúlaient. J’ai crié: « Non! » et quelqu'un 
a dit: « Enlevez donc ce gosse, voilà qu’il se met à pleurer! » 
J'avais mal au cœur. Ils voulaient arracher toutes les fleurs. 
J'ai encore crié: « Non, je ne veux pas! », et pendant qu’on 
me tirait en arrière, je me suis tout rappelé: comment on 
l’avait enfermée dans la caisse, et enfermée encore dans la 
voiture, elle qui n’aimait pas cela, elle qui ouvrait toujours 
la fenêtre de la maison, qui voulait respirer l’air et s’asseyait 
si souvent dehors, penchant la tête en arrière pour que le 
soleil chauffe bien sa figure; je revoyais ses deux mains ouver- 
tes posées sur sa jupe, les paumes tournées vers la lumière, 
je les revoyais comme si elles avaient été devant moi, encore 
toutes chaudes au soleil. Je me suis rappelé comment on 
m'avait fait entrer dans sa chambre, le jour où elle était restée 
couchée. le l’avais vue, vêtue d’une camisole blanche. Son 
ventre était énorme, gonflé comme un ballon. Je n’avais peut- 


' 
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être jamais remarqué qu’elle avait un gros ventre, sous sa 
jupe. Ses cheveux étaient tressés. Ce sont les fillettes qui por- 
tent des nattes. Je la voyais tout en blanc, elle qui était 
toujours habillée de noir. On l’avait coiffée comme un en- 
fant. Sa figure ridée, cuite par le soleil, me semblait plus 
sombre. C’était sans doute à cause de ce linge blanc, de l’oreil- 
ler, du drap. Je tremblais. Enfin, elle avait eu froid, et on 
Tui avait mis son chäle. La natte s’était trouvée cachée. J’avais 
reconnu Marta. 


Je me souvenais de tout cela. Je me cramponnais à la 
voiture. Ils m’ont ouvert les mains et je suis tombé. Ensuite, 
ils m'ont jeté des fleurs, et ma mère est arrivée. Ses cheveux 
brillaient. L’odeur de la lessive est revenue. Je me suis levé 
pour la suivre. 


Elle marchait et je la suivais. Elle portait une robe 
mauve. A certains endroits, l’étoffe était devenue jaune. Mais 
c'était une belle robe, avec des clous dorés sur la ceinture. 
Ma mère parlait en marchant, comme elle fait toujours, et 
chaque fois que nous rencontrions quelqu'un, elle s'arrétait 
pour bavarder. Ma mère connaît tout le monde. Nous avons 
traversé la place. Les platanes la rendaient sombre. De toutes 
les baraques venait de la musique. Mais celle du grand ma- 
nège couvrait les autres. Sous la bâche d’un camion, j'ai vu 
des poutrelles de fer, des chevaux de bois démontés, couchés, 
et le dessous de leur ventre était écaillé. Un peu à Pécart, 
un homme était assis sur les marches d’une roulotte. Sa che- 
mise était déchirée. Je l’ai regardé, et j’ai reconnu le chanteur. 
Il était hier debout sous la lumière des projecteurs, vêtu d’un 
habit écarlate. Maintenant, assis sur les marches, à l’ombre 
du platane, il mangeait. 

Ma mère s’est retournée pour m'appeler, et j'ai vu que 
sa ceinture était abimée. Il y manquait quelques clous, et cela 
faisait une petite tache élimée, usée. J’ai dit: « Papa ressem- 
ble à un gitan ». Elle a ri, et elle a dit quelque chose, mais 
j'oublie toujours ce que dit ma mère. Elle n’arrête guère de 
parler, et j'oublie les mots. J’ai dit: « Est-ce que papa est un 
gitan? » Elle a encore ri, et je crois qu’elle a répondu non. 
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Quand nous sommes sortis de sous les arbres, le soleil est | 
revenu. Je le sentais brûler mon cou. Puis j'ai entendu venir | 
la moto. Elle a roulé très vite près de nous, toute brillante 

au soleil. J’ai crié et j’ai senti le vrombissement de la ma-) 
chine faire trembler mes cuisses, mes poignets, et le vent al 
gonflé ma chemise. Ma mère riait. Elle n’avait plus Pair pres:| 
see de rentrer chez nous, elle voulait voir et moi j’ai erie: | 
« 
encore plus vite cette fois, avec l’élan donné par la pente. | 


Elle a tourné à toute allure autour de la place, tellement pen: | 
chée que je restais là sans respirer, à la suivre des yeux. Puis| | 
elle a disparu en un instant derrière l’arrêt des autobus. On 
ne voyait plus qu'une petite trace de fumée. Ma mere regar- li 
dait la fumée. | 

Ensuite, nous avons aussi monté la Rampe. Les gens man} 
geaient, je le sentais à l’odeur qui sortait des volets. Il meli 
semblait aussi qu'ils nous regardaient passer, moi avec ma | 


chemise propre, et ma mère avec sa belle robe, avec ses bras) 
rouge qu'elle balancait en marchant et en parlant. A la mai. 


| 
|| 
| 
| 


son, mon père, nous attendait dans la cuisine. 


Après le déjeuner, ma mère a fait la vaisselle et je Pai | 
aidée. J’ai regardé ses mains rouges aller et venir au-dessus | 
de la bassine. Puis elle a tout rangé, et j'ai pensé: « C’est | 
fini. La matinée est finie, et c’est le dimanche après-midi qu 
commence ». Les radios se sont tues. Le silence est tombé sur | 
la maison. C'était l'heure de la sieste. Mon père est parti, et || 
je me suis dit qu'il allait marcher tout seul dans les rues! 
vides. Ma mère s’est couchée sur le dessus de lit de coton. 
Elle avait ôté sa robe, et je voyais ses jambes repliées décou= 
vertes par la combinaison. Le haut de ses bras est blanc. Elle id 
devait déjà dormir, parce que, la combinaison se soulevait ré- È 
gulierement, et j’entendais chaque fois un petit soupir. J’ait 
pensé que, lorsqu'elle s’éveillerait tout-à-l’heure, les fleurs de 
coton de la couverture seraient dessinées en creux sur sa joue. — 
À côté, la machine à coudre ne tournait pas, et comme il! 
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n'y avait pas de bruit, je pouvais entendre la chanson de 

ucienne. C'était presque un murmure, et je ne comprenais 
as tous les mots. Je savais que Lucienne était assise devant la 
| fenêtre, avec, à côté d’elle, la pile de gilets déjà piqués. Elle 
x Pyait tirer sur è. tanfilures, (ano en chantonnant ce petit air 


Hout les; semblables aux fils gris des faufilures. La rue 
était déserte; le robinet coulait goutte à goutte, et la petite 


chanson traversait le mur: 


La la la la fillette, 

La la les violettes 

Le temps la la est court 
La la la la d’amour... 


_J’ai eu envie de pleurer. J'ai ouvert doucement la porte. 
Il faisait frais dans l'escalier. J’entendais mieux la chanson, 
mais je ne voulais pas l’écouter. 


La la les violettes. 


Br 
a 
A 


Hélène entendait-elle? J’ai pensé à la plage, au soleil. Je 


me suis sauvé. Au tournant de la rue, je me suis retourné, 
et jai vu la tête penchée de Lucienne, comme je l’avais ima- 
| ginée. Sa bouche remuait doucement, mais je ne pouvais plus 
entendre. Ma grand’mère ne chantait pas. Jamais elle n’a 
| penché ainsi la tête, ni fredonné des mots tristes. Il m'a sem- 
. blé que Lucienne, en chantant, faisait une petite prière: 


a. MEni RATES rés 


La la la ta servante, 

Mon Dieu la la soumise, 
Resignee La la la 

Au cœur humble La la... 


Ma grand-mère n’a jamais prié. Elle n’a jamais penché 

Ja tête, elle n’a pas offert au Seigneur des centaines d’aiguil- 
_ lées de fil, des milliers de points, ni tendu vers Lui ses doigts 
| piqués par l’aiguille. Les mains de Marta étaient usées. Mais 
elle ne les tendait qu’à la chaleur du soleil. La figure de 


Marta était brune comme la terre. 
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J’ai couru jusqu’à la plage. Il n’y avait encore personne. 
J'ai enlevé ma chemise et mes sandales. Le sable était chaud. 
Je ne pouvais plus supporter ma culotte de toile, mais j'ai 
continué à marcher, avec le désir de sentir la brûlure du soleil 
sur mes reins, et sur mes cuisses. Quand cela est devenu trop 
fort, j'ai défait ma ceinture. Le soleil m'a inondé brusquement. 
Je me suis laissé tomber sur le sable, la figure cachée dans 
mes bras. Mes bras sentent bon. Je me suis mis à pleurer. Je 
ne sais pas si je pensais à la chanson, à Hélène, à mon père 
assis comme tout à l’heure sur le tabouret, les mains pendan- 
tes, ou à ma mère endormie sur la couverture. Ou encore 
a Marta. C'était peut-être le soleil. J’etais couché sur le sable, 


je sentais Podeur de mes bras; je les mordais. Mes larmes | 


sont salées comme l’eau de mer. Il me semble que je me 


disais: « On est tout seuls. Nous tous, on est tout seuls. Lu- | 


cienne, ma mère, Hélène, tous: et Marta, et moi. Et mon père 
aussi est tout seul ». Ma figure et mes bras étaient mouillés, 


et le soleil me brülait. C’etait bon, ce gôut salé et cette chaleur. 


J'aurais voulu pleurer longtemps. Je n'étais pas triste. J'avais 
seulement envie de rester là, dans le sable, sur mes bras mouil- 
lés et chauds. 


C'est lorsque je suis à la plage que je pense à Hélène. | 


Une fois, elle est venue me chercher chez nous. La chambre 
était en désordre, les lits défaits. Le mien était encore par 
terre, entre le mur et le grand lit. Maintenant, on m’a donné 
la chambre de Marta. Je n’aime pas cela. Dans l’armoire, son 
chäle est plié dans un papier. Il sent la naphtaline. Il y a 
aussi sa chaise. Avant, je la prenais sur ma tête et je la descen- 
dais dans la rue. Marta me suivait dans l'escalier. Puis elle 
s'asseyait au soleil, les pieds posés sur la marche du seuil. Ses 
pantoufles étaient noires. Je me demande où sont les pantou- 
fles de Marta. 

Le jour où Hélène était venue, ma grand-mère devait dor- 
mir. On avait fermé la porte de sa chambre. Il me semblait 
que, derrière cette porte, il faisait noir. Pourtant, le jour 
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était levé depuis longtemps, et c'était un matin d'été comme 
je les aime: les reflets du soleil tremblaient sur les murs, sur 
les oreillers, et l’air qui entrait dans la pièce était si léger 
que j’ouvrais la bouche pour le sentir mieux. Je le respirais 
aussi avec ma peau. Ma mère avait dit: «mets ton maillot, ce 
sera plus commode ». J’ai oublié la porte fermée; jai oublié 
Marta. Hélène m’a pris par la main, et nous avons couru sur 
le quai. Les filets séchaient au soleil, et j'ai vu qu’un petit 
poisson était resté accroché dans les mailles. Il était mort, 
mais il brillait. J’ai dit: « Hélène, où allons nous? Pourquoi 
est-ce qu'on court, Hélène? » Elle a répondu: « Viens vite, 
nous allons manquer le départ du bateau ». — « Quel bateau, 
Hélène? Pourquoi allons-nous prendre le bateau? » Sur le 
sable du port, les barques avaient l’odeur des poissons morts. 
J'ai pensé: «Le petit poisson doit avoir cette odeur. Demain, 
il ne brillera plus. On l’aura poussé dans le ruisseau. Il sera 
sale et il aura cette odeur ». Le bateau a sifflé et on a couru 
plus vite. Il y avait beaucoup de monde, mais je me suis glissé 
à l’avant, et quand nous sommes sortis du port, l’écume jail- 
lisait et m'éclaboussait. Je sentais cette humidité salée sur 
ma langue. 

_ Avant même d’aborder dans l’île, on entendait les cigales. 
Leur rumeur emplissait l’air comme le ronronnement d’un 
avion. L’odeur des plantes venait aussi jusqu’à nous. Nous 
avons sauté sur le ponton, et nous nous sommes enfoncés dans 
le bois. Plus tard, nous sommes descendus sur une petite plage. 
Hélène a retiré sa robe et s’est couchée sur une dalle, au- 
dessus de la mer. Elle avait un maillot de laine bleu. Je Pai 
regardée. Sa peau est brune. J’ai pensé aux jambes de ma 
mère. Les jambes d'Hélène ressemblent à celles des statues. 
Elle n’a pas de chair. Elle était immobile, couchée sur le 
rocher. Ses yeux étaient fermés. J’ai pensé: « Hélène est com- 
me une statue. On dirait une statue cassée, tombée par terre ». 

Puis je me suis baigne. Au bord, l’eau était presque 
chaude, les cailloux brillaient. C’était un beau jour. Un jour 
où, je le sentais bien, j'étais heureux. Quand je suis revenu 


près d'Hélène, j'ai vu qu’elle n’avait pas bougé. Sa figure 
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était tendue, sa bouche tirée et entr’ouverte. J'ai pensé: « Elle} 


est peut-être morte ». Je n’osais pas crier, ni la toucher. Elle: 


devait être froide, comme les statues. Je me suis penché sur: 


elle. L’extrémité de ses dents luisait. Je me rappelais le petit} 
poisson mort. J’aurais voulu retourner là-bas, le prendre dans; 


ma main, le plonger doucement dans l’eau tiède. Il était peut: 


être encore temps... J'étais penché sur Hélène. Cet éclat blanc} 


entre ses lèvres avait la forme du poisson. Je me disais: « Elle} 
est morte, je le sais. Hélène est morte ». Je ne pouvais pasıl 
avancer la main pour la toucher. Puis elle a ouvert les yeux, 
et j'ai senti son souffle sur ma figure. J’ai vu le rocher éblouis--} 
sant, des petits crabes qui couraient au fond d’une flaque. | 
Helene me regardait de tout près. Ses yeux étaient mouillés,,f 
brillants. Ses yeux étaient pleins d’eau. J’ai pensé que le petit} 


nn 


poisson était peut-être vivant. J'ai de nouveau entendu le bruit 4 


KB, : o om 
que faisaient les cigales, et senti l’odeur des plantes. Je suis) 


parti en courant du cété du bois, et je me suis roulé par terre,, 
| 


dans ce bruit et dans cette odeur. | 


Au retour, j'étais assis près d'Hélène dans le bateau. 
J'aurais voulu m’endormir. Hélène s’est penchée sur moi: 


- 3 


« Lucien, il ne faudra pas être triste. Marta n’est plus à la! | 


maison. Ecoute, Marta a dit qu'il ne faut pas être triste »..| 
Elle a peut-être encore parlé. Je ne sais pas si Hélène a encore! 5 
parlé. Le vent faisait voler nos cheveux. A mesure que nous} 


approchions, je ne pouvais plus sentir que l’odeur de l’essence, ‚| 
du goudron chaud. Puis celle du port est venue. Le port sent!| 


le poisson pourri, la peinture, la vase. Le bateau a ralenti} 


L’air ne soulevait plus nos cheveux. Il y a encore eu une se-- 


cousse, quand le bateau a touché le ponton. Puis tout s’est | 
arrêté, et j'ai été bousculé par la foule. La ville était &touf-.) 


fante. Hélène me tirait. Je me laissais entraîner. Je ne voulais’ 


pas rentrer à la maison, mais je n’aurais pas pu parler. Les; | 
gens s’entassaient dans les autocars et dans les autobus. Ils] 
transpiraient. En passant sur la place, j’ai vu un banc vide. | 
J’ai dit: « Attends, Hélène ». Nous nous sommes assis. De la, ‚| 
on peut voir le toit de la maison. Hélène a dit: « Ecoute, tuıl 


viendras dormir chez moi, cette nuit ». J’ai pensé à la statue») 
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BP abée par terre. Mais elle me tenait la main, et je sentais 
es doigts chauds. Nous sommes rentrés chez elle. 

Le soir, je me suis couché dans le lit d’Héléne. Je suis 
resté un moment sans bouger, dans ces draps qui ne sen- 
taient pas l’odeur de mon lit. Je ne voulais pas que ma figu- 
re touche l’œiller. J’avais mis ma main sous ma joue. Ma 
main sent l’odeur de mon lit. Il me semblait être encore ba- 
lancé, comme dans le bateau, et la figure me brülait de tout 
le vent qu’elle avait recu en chemin. Je me disais qu’on m’a- 
vait trompé depuis le matin, et que j’aurais toujours peur 
des jours qui commenceraient ainsi, des reflets tremblants 
du soleil sur le mur, d’une certaine douceur. Hélène a dit: 
«Il faudra que tu emmènes ton père à la plage ». J'ai pen- 
sé a mon père. J’ai dit: « Il est trop vieux ». Hélène m’a re- 
gardé. J'étais tourné du côté du mur. Je voyais seulement 
la rabane tendue au-dessus du lit. Mais je savais qu’ Hélène 
me regardait. Elle a dit: «Non. Il faudra l’emmener ». Il 
m'a semblé qu’elle disait: « Si tu ne l’emmènes pas, il va ar- 
river une chose terrible ». Il ne peut rien arriver de ter- 
rible a mon père. Il ne peut rien lui arriver du tout. J'avais 
fermé les yeux et le sommeil me gagnait. Je pensais: « Hélène 
est une statue. Il ne peut rien arriver ». Je voyais tout près 
de moi la figure de Marta couverte de rides, baignée de soleil. 
Les joues me brúlaient. Je me suis endormi. 


Je me rappelais tout cela à cause du sable et de la mer, 
et peut-être aussi à cause du goût de mes larmes qui avaient 
coulé sur ma bouche. Marta avait dit qu’il ne fallait pas être 
triste. Je n'étais pas triste. Je ne comprenais pas pourquoi mes 
larmes coulaient. Cela arrive souvent lorsque je suis tout seul 
sur la plage. Je me demandais pourquoi Lucienne chantait 
dans la maison, pourquoi ma mère dormait, et pourquoi mon 
père préférait les rues, alors qu’il y avait la plage. Il me sem- 
ble toujours qu’ils ne savent pas. Ma grand mère savait. Elle 
ne venait pas à la plage, mais elle savait rester sans bouger, 
sans rien dire, au soleil. Elle ne se fatiguait pas à coudre, à 
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bavarder ou à laver. Elle ne dormait que la nuit. Elle n’a}. 
jamais laissé, sans la suivre, tourner la lumière. Quelquefois, 
quand ma mère parlait, elle levait la main pour la faire taire: 
on entendait le cri d’un martinet, ou celui d’une mouette 
plongeant dans la mer. 


Une horloge a sonné, et les gens ont commencé a arriver | 


sur la plage. J’ai pensé que l’heure de la sieste était finie: 


J’ai pris mes habits et j’ai couru pieds nus sur la route chaude. 


| 1 
il 


J'ai entendu de loin les clairons. Puis les tambours ont 


sone 


—— 


roulé, et j'ai continué à courir, en sautant au rythme de la 
musique. Le long du quai, les gens sortaient des maisons pour || 
voir venir les musiciens. Puis ils sont apparus, marchant ra- | 
pidement vers la mairie, avec le drapeau dressé au-dessus de! È 
leurs têtes. Ensuite, ils ont été cachés par les platanes, et |} 
tout le monde a couru derrière eux, jusqu’au monument aux | 
morts. Là, ils se sont rangés devant la statue. Les clairons | 
étaient levés vers elle. | 

C’est alors que la moto s’est arrêtée. L’homme a posé le | 
pied par terre, et j’ai vu que les fleurs étaient toujours là, | 
toutes piétinées et salies par la foule. Il m'a fait un signe, | 
mais je ne comprenais pas pourquoi, et je restais sans bouger ‘| 
à regarder la moto. Elle a roulé jusqu’à moi. Je pensais que | 
maintenant, il me suffirait d’avancer la main pour la toucher. || 
L’homme a dit: « Tu veux monter? Tu voudrais bien monter i 
dessus? » La musique s’est mise à jouer et il a crié: «Tu ne | 
veux pas monter dessus? » J'ai avancé la main. Je pouvais | 
me voir dedans comme dans un miroir. 

Il m’a soulevé dans ses bras, et j’ai été assis derrière lui. 
Le moteur a ronflé. La musique a joué plus fort. La chemise 
de l’homme était gonflée par le vent. Je la tenais. La rue 
était pleine de fleurs et nous les écrasions toutes. Moi aussi 
j'écrasais les fleurs. Mais maintenant j’aurais voulu les arra- 
cher moi-même des voitures et les jeter sous la moto. Elles | 
ne sentaient plus rien. Nous nous sommes élancés sur la rue 


en pente. J’ai crié « encore! » et je ne savais pas si je pensais 
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au bruit du moteur, à la brûlure du vent, aux fleurs. Mais 
tout s’est arrêté, et j’ai été debout par terre, devant la porte 


de la maison. La musique, en bas, avait cessé. J'ai pensé: 
«On n’entend plus de bruit. Lucienne ne chante plus ». 


Je suis monté chez nous. Après ce bruit et la chaleur, 


ET . x . x . 
_ l'escalier m'a paru très froid. Comme tout-à-l’heure, un robi- 


net coulait goutte à goutte, et c’était le seul bruit que je 
pouvais entendre. Des carreaux et des murs venait une grande 


fraîcheur. J’ai entendu de nouveau les tambours. Ce bruit 


venait de très loin. J’étais devant notre porte. J’écoutais rou- 


ler les tambours, et je croyais voir encore les musiciens au- 


tour de la statue, la foule, le drapeau, et la statue elle-même 


- dressée sur le socle. C’est une femme, mais elle a deux ailes 


déployées. Quatre soldats la portent: un aviateur, un marin, 
et deux fantassins avec leurs casques, leurs fusils, et ces ban- 


des molletières comme je n’en ai jamais vu aux vrais soldats. 


> 


Ils sont là, tous les quatre, la jambe levée comme s’ils mar- 


chaient joyeusement au son de la musique, et leur figure est 
tendue vers la femme. Elle, avec ses bras en avant, semble 


vouloir les entraîner quelque part au-dessus des platanes, tou- 


jours plus loin, sans se soucier de leur fatigue. Mais ses gran- 
des ailes ont été salies par les pigeons. Les quatre soldats ne 
bougent pas. Leur jambe est levée, leur figure tendue, mais 
ils ne peuvent pas bouger. Sous leurs pieds, il y a une ins- 
cription: «A NOS MORTS ». 

Je pensais à la statue, dans l'escalier frais et silencieux. 
J'aurais voulu crier aux musiciens: «Arrêtez! silence!» Il 
me semblait que sans cette musique, les soldats pourraient 
enfin poser leur jambe par terre, et que tout ce bronze au- 
tour d'eux redeviendrait étoffe, chair, et peau. J'étais appuyé 
contre la porte. Derriere elle, je n’entendais aucun bruit. Je 
suis entré chez nous, et j'ai entendu, venue de là-bas, une 
sonnerie éclatante, prolongée et triste. Quand le clairon s’est 
tu, j'ai dit: « Je suis monté sur la moto ». Mais je pensais au 


‘son du clairon. J’ai dit: « Alors, c’est pour Marta aussi, la 


sonnerie aux morts? » Ma mère n’a pas répondu. Puis elle 
s’est tounée vers moi: «Va maintenant, ils vont peut-être 
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jouer encore, et il y aura sûrement un concours, une course, | 
ou des régates ». | | 

En sortant de la maison, j'ai été ébloui par le soleil. J'ai 
vu que l’homme était toujours là appuyé sur sa moto. Il levait 1 | 
la tête vers la fenêtre. J'ai trouvé qu'il ressemblait aux soldats 
du monument. J’ai dit: «vous avez entendu la sonnerie? » 
Il a répondu: « Quelle sonnerie? », et je Pai laissé parce que . 
la foule s’est mise à crier. J'ai couru du côté de la mairie. 
Il n’y avait plus personne devant le monument aux morts. 
Les soldats étaient là, debout sur le socle, avec leur jambe 
levée, mais on ne s’occuppait plus d’eux, et les ailes de la 
femme étaient plus que jamais salies par les pigeons. 

Plus tard, les musiciens se sont installes sous le kiosque; 
j’entendais le bruit des bancs et des pupitres traînés sur le 
sol. Les gens, dans la foule criaient les titres des chansons 
qu’ils voulaient entendre. C’est alors que j’ai reconnu la voix 
de ma mère. Ma mère peut crier plus fort que tout le monde. 
Je l’ai vue, debout au premier rang. Elle levait les bras vers 
le kiosque en disant: «Le Vengeur »! jouez « Le Vengeur »! 
Un soldat s’est penché sur elle, par dessus la grille du kiosque. 
Il riait, et il demandait: « Quel Vengeur? » Et un autre der- 
rière lui a levé sa trompette et s’est mis à chanter: 


Enfants, sur le Vengeur, je vois aussi des braves. 


et ma mère a repris avec lui: 

« Ils sont un contre dix, luttant d’un ferme cœur! » Et 
voilà que tout le monde a commencé à chanter, et j’entendais 
toujours, dépassant toutes les autres, la voix de ma mère: 


Brutal est le canon! 
Troué, brisé, haché, 
descendit le drapeau! 


Je l’écoutais, et je ne savais pas si j’avais envie de me 
cacher ou de crier à la foule: «c’est ma mère. C’est elle qui 
peut chanter si fort! » Je me demandais où était mon père. 
La musique résonnait dans ma tête, et le cœur me battait. Il 
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me semblait que je ne pouvais plus rester tout seul. Alors je 
suis monté sur la grille, tout près des musiciens. Je chantais 
avec les autres, et je trouvais que c’était bon de chanter avec 
eux, et avec ma mère. Mais, à travers les branches des pla- 
tanes, je voyais la statue. La belle moto était appuyée contre 
les marches. Autour d’elle, la rue était jonchée de fleurs. J’ai 
pensé: «Ma mère ne voit pas la statue. Elle lui tourne le 
dos. Ma mère sait tourner le dos à la statue. Et elle sait aussi 
ne pas entendre le son triste du clairon. Je me demande com- 
ment fait ma mère ». Et je me suis dit aussi: « J’apprendrai 
à le faire. Il n’y a pas de raison pour que je n’apprenne pas, 
moi aussi ». 

- Alors je me suis tourné vers les musiciens, et j'ai chanté 
de toutes mes forces toutes les chansons. 


d La musique a cessé, et la foule s'est dispersée. Je ne voyais 
plus ma mère. J'ai aidé les musiciens à repousser les bancs 
et les pupitres, et je les ai suivis. Ils se dirigeaient en criant 
vers les cafés. Celui qui avait chanté le premier la chanson 
de ma mère m’a donné sa trompette en disant: « Prends en 
bien soin, et viens boire un verre avec les artistes ». Elle 
était dans une boite de bois noir de forme allongée. Je mar- 
chais avec les soldats, levant la tête pour voir leur figures, 
et eux me parlaient comme si j'avais été un des leurs, com- 
me si j'allais repartir avec eux dans l’autobus municipal, en 
soufflant dans la trompette, jusqu’aux casernes. Ils sont en- 
trés dans le café en se bousculant, et je faisais comme eux, 
en tenant la boîte serrée contre moi. On a mis un verre de- 
vant moi, et quelqu'un a dit: «Tu peux bien le poser, ton 
petit cercueil ». J’ai gardé la boîte, et j'ai pris mon verre 
pour trinquer avec les soldats. Ils étaient tous autour de 
moi, avec leurs figures rouges, et Podeur chaude des uni- 
formes et du tabac. Une voix a crié: « Bois, mon petit gars, 
vide ton verre à la santé des copains ». Je sentais cette chaleur 
et cette odeur entrer dans ma poitrine à mesure que je bu- 
vais, et les doigts me piquaient, devenaient tièdes et sans 
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force. J’avais peur de lâcher la boîte. Mais elle était là, surf 
mes genoux, avec mes mains chaudes posées sur elle, et tout! 
cela, mes mains, la boîte, il me semblait les voir de très loin | 
pourtant elles pesaient sur moi et m’effrayaient. J’ai dit:: 
« Laissez-moi! » et j’ai sauté par terre, en laissant tomber tal 
trompette. J'ai entendu les soldats qui riaient, et l’un deux! 
a crié: « Tu te sauves, à présent! C’est toujours pas ton pauvre? 
homme de père qui viendra te remplacer! » Je me suis re. 
tourné. Ils étaient tous derrière la vitre du café, avec leurs) 
verres à la main. Je ne voyais plus que leur bouches qui s’ou-: 
vraient et se fermaient, à travers le carreau. Entre le café * 
et moi, il y avait de la fumée, ou du brouillard. Je pensais: 
« C’est le vin. Je chantais et je portais la trompette, et puis, 
ils m’ont fait boire ce vin, et tout est revenu comme ce ma». 
tin: la caisse, la voiture, et l’église avec l’encens ». Je me suis. 
assis sur un banc. L’air me faisait du bien. J’étais en colère # 
parce que j'avais chanté avec ces hommes et que, maintenant, | 
ils riaient et parlaient de mon père. Je pensais: « Je me ven- 
gerai. Plus tard, quand j'aurai assez de force pour me battre ». | 
Mais j'étais sur le banc, avec mes mains froides et moites 
parce que j'avais mal au cœur. Puis je suis parti vers notre 
rue. A mesure que je marchais, tout devenait de nouveau so- 
lide autour de moi: les arbres, les baraques, les bancs de bois, | 
et les grands poteaux où étaient plantés les drapeaux. Du bas 
de la rue, j’ai vu notre maison. J’ai pensé que, même à travers 
la fumée du tabac, ma mère serait là, avec ses bras solides, 
avec son odeur. J’ai poussé la porte de la cuisine; j'ai entendu 
les voix qui venaient de la chambre. 


Tout de nouveau tournait autour de moi, et j’aurais voulu 
m’enfuir, retrouver la chaleur des soldats, celle du vin et du 
tabac. Il m'a semblé aussi sentir l’odeur de Marta. Ma grand- 


mère est un fantôme. Elle peut entrer à n’importe quelle heu- 
re du jour ou de la nuit. Les fantômes traversent les murs. 
L’odeur était forte. Ma mère riait. Ma mère n’a pas peur des 
fantômes. Je l’écoutais rire, derrière la porte de la chambre, 
et je sentais Podeur du chäle, celle de la naphtaline, des 


fleurs fanées, exactement comme le jour où l’on avait empor- 
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té Marta. Je suis reparti. Je voulais aller à la recherche de 
mon père. Je voulais lui dire que l’odeur était revenue, que 
ma mère riait, que j'étais fatigué et que j'avais peur. Je ne 
savais pas où le trouver. La nuit tombait maintenant. La foule 
emplissait toujours les rues. Dans le port, le bateau des arti- 
ficiers manceuvrait, tout illuminé et pavoisé. Je me faufilais 
entre les gens qui avangaient vers moi. J'étais sûr que mon 
père n’était pas dans cette foule. Je pensais que, pour le trou- 
ver il fallait aller vers les rues vides, ou du côté de la cam- 
pagne. Les terrasses des cafés étaient pleines de monde. Je 
courais sans m'arréter. La gorge me faisait mal, et elle s’em- 
plissait du goût de l’anis, des moules ou du tabac qui venait 
des cafés, ou d’une bouffée de goudron ou de sel. Une vieille 
mendiait à la porte d’un café. J’ai vu son châle, sa main ridée. 
Ma grand-mère n’a jamais mendié. J’ai encore vu le Splendid. 
J'ai tourné dans la rue du Bivouac, et elle était vide. Loin, 
entre les maisons, je voyais le pont du chemin de fer. Les ri- 
deaux de fer des boutiques étaient baissés. Il me semblait que 
les maisons elles-mêmes étaient vides, qu’il n’y avait personne 
derrière les volets fermés et que j'étais là tout seul, à la re- 
cherche de mon père. J’ai continué à marcher. Je n’entendais 
plus le bruit de la foule, mais, du côté de la gare, le roulement 
du train de marchandises. Dans ce silence, je pensais aux cris, 
aux chansons de l’après-midi, à la voix de ma mère, à la cha- 
leur du vin. J'aurais voulu retrouver cette musique et cette 
chaleur, ne pas avoir entendu le rire des soldats ni celui de 
ma mère, ne pas avoir senti l’odeur du chäle. Et j'aurais voulu 
‘aussi voir venir mon père vers nous, lui verser du vin, l’enten- 
dre chanter. 

Je suis monté sur la passerelle qui domine la gare. Je me 
suis assis par terre, sur les planches de bois disjointes par où 
je voyais briller les rails. Sur le quai, un employé rangeait 
des chariots. La pendule éclairait des affiches. Les chariots 
roulaient doucément. L’employé ne levait pas la tête vers 
‘moi. Il était là, loin de la fête, tout seul dans la gare vide. 
Du côte de la mer, j’entendais vaguement les chansons. Une 
petite lumière s’est allumée sur le fond noir de la colline. 
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J'ai senti le parfum d’un eucalyptus. II m'a semblé que le 
temps s’écoulait très lentement. J’ai pensé: « Plus tard, quand | 
je serai plus vieux, quand je serai fort comme les soldats, | 
grand comme mon père. » Et il wa paru qu'aucun d’eux ne | 
savait, comme je le saurais alors, profiter du soleil, de la nuit, 
de la musique. Mais il fallait attendre. J'étais impatient. Je | 
pensais: «Plus tard. Après ». | 


Quand mon père a traversé la passerelle, il faisait tout è | 
fait nuit. Il me semblait que des années avaient passé depuis | 
le matin, depuis le défilé des voitures et la bataille de fleurs. N 
Des années pendant lesquelles Marta s’était assise au soleil, 


It 
it 


| 


avait dormi et disparu; pendant lesquelles j’avais couru. 
cherchant mon père au milieu des lumières, des cris et du 
silence de la nuit. De longues années au cours desquelles, dans | 
notre maison, Lucienne avait chanté et pleuré, ma mère avait | 
ri, et malgré tout ce temps, je n’étais pas encore grand. Tout | 
se melait, le soleil trop fort et l’obscurité, le chant des soldats, | 
celui de ma mère, le son du clairon accompagnant Marta, 
Hélène et la statue aux grandes ailes salies par les pigeons, 
et l’ennui, et mes jambes qui couraient sans pouvoir rejoindre 
mon père. Maintenant je tenais sa main et je pensais: « Voilà, 
je n’ai plus besoin de chercher, c’est fini maintenant ». Pour- 
tant le cœur me battait et je ne pouvais pas lui dire que 
j'avais couru longtemps pour le trouver. Je ne savais plus || 
pourquoi je l’avais cherché. Mais je ne souhaitais rien d’autre | 
que marcher avec lui dans la rue noire. Puis il m’a entouré 
d'un vêtement qui était sans doute sa veste. Les manches 
pendaient, et il était lourd et chaud sur mes épaules. Les 
étoiles, la musique au loin, la chaleur de la veste m’engourdis- 
saient. Je pensais seulement: «Je suis bien. Ce sont mes 
jambes qui marchent, et moi je suis bien ». Quand le sol n’a 
plus été dur sous nos pieds, j’ai reconnu la plage. Je sentais, 
rien qu’à respirer la nuit, qu'il n’y avait plus de maisons. 
Nous nous sommes assis sur le sable froid et doux. La mer 
retombait régulièrement. Nous écoutions ce bruit tranquille. 
La ville, les gens, tout cela était loin. Nous avons entendu 
venir une barque. Son moteur battait l’eau doucement. Elle 
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De tout pres, longeant la plage. Le pêcheur a dirige 
lumière vers nous. Elle éclairait aussi la barque, l’homme 
ssis, le sable. Tout m'a paru calme, facile. Le ciel et ses 
toiles, Marta, le mouvement de la mer, je n’avais plus besoin 
de les comprendre. Je voulais seulement que mon pére restát 
vec moi assis sur le sable. Je ne voulais pas être seul, pas 
encore. J'ai dit: «On reviendra demain», et mon père a 
t: «oui, demain aussi». Alors il m'a semblé que le ciel | 
ournait plus vite, que le bruit de la mer, son odeur, son 
alancement m’endormaient. Et rien, pas même les cris des a 


soldats ou le roulement des tambours, pas même le moteur 
assourdissant de la moto ou la sonnerie du clairon ne pouva- 
ent empêcher mes yeux de se fermer. 
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NOUS VOULONS DEVANCER LA VIE 


Nous voulons devancer la vie 
et la vie 

nous devance 

nous sommes pris 

dans le réseau 

de nos suppositions 

et nous laissons 
toujours trop 
s’echapper 

ce qui s offre 

LE: ce que nous attendrons 
ou avons attendu 

car tout vient 

tout est venu 8 
a l’heure voulue 

à [heure 

où regardé de loin 
cela ne pouvait être 
plus propice 

sur le moment 

nous voudrions 

que ce soit autrement 
plus vite 
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plus lentement 
nous croyons 
à notre stratégie 
et pensons 

en remontrer 

à la vie 

mais la vie sait 
que savons nous 
ah! surtout pas 
attendre 

OU recevoir 

et l'instant 
glisse 

entre nos doigts. 
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CE CHANT ENTRE DEUX ASTRES 


Ce matin je dirai le simple bonheur d’un homme allongé| 
au creux d'une barque ill 
L’oblongue coquille d'un canot s’est refermée sur lui 


Il dort C’est une amande La barque comme un lit épouse son | 


sommeil i 1 


La mer digère l’eau en sa profondeur fauve 
C’est un grand arbre d’eau d'algues et de ciel bleu 


| 
a 
{| 
C’est une immense fleur à fleur de terre et d’eau | 


Et l’homme allongé au creux d'une barque s’adosse à son | 


mystère 


Il dort 
L’air s'appuie sur sa face 
La vague le soulève 


Il naitra d’un ressac 
Du cri d’une mouette 
Le regard apaise 

Les mains nouées 
Les pieds joints 
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Q uand l’homme est né il ne cesse de naître 
De quel mot désigner ce qui l’enfantera 


N » . . . 
Ce mot déchire lair comme un rire [amour 


Qui le prononcera. Le serpent change d'áme 


È 
Les yeux se sont ouverts et les mains dénouées 
Ont saisi la jument le silex l’amadou 

Les pieds ont su marcher la bouche s’abimer 
Mais dans son dos un astre s’enfle qui l’attire. 


a 

3 

O Prestigieux aimant Nos larmes contenues 
À 

i 

; 

y Ju 

wi. Dans l'amour devenus 

i Ces blancs fardeaux du Vide 


i Les amants se ressemblent 


Transparents 
Les miroirs sont leurs gîtes 


A Chus du désir 
| Lunes transies 
Ils se séparent 


IV 


Puisque le soleil décline je dirai la ronde-bosse d'un dos 


d’homme 
Il s'éloigne et le soleil pénètre dans sa bouche illumine ses 


dents 


81 


gt. er Ree Nee WORT EI e 1 eet Hi AS 


GASTON PUEL 


Il danse vers l’abîme Des herbes Paccompagnent 
La poussière le suit dans l’ombre de ses jambes 


Mais la Prison en ses portes de fer ses dédales de bronze 
Ses cachots verrouillés ses couloirs immergés 

Mais la Prison malgré ses cubes empilés 

En ses cristaux de crasse en ses murs engourdis 

La Prison restera sa planète 


Elle glisse en nos nuits avec ses bruits de clés 

Et quand ses judas grincent une étoile paraît 

O Planète au matin évéillée par les fifres! 

Je lis entre tes doigts l’orbe d'un seul oiseau 

J'entends battre le coeur graisseux des vieilles cloches 
Je sens [urine des vivants dans la cendre des morts 


Et tout ce que nous fümes dans le mitard des jours 
Rien ne saurait nous en defaire Rien ne saurait 
Fermer la porte qui nous suit la porte qui nous happe 
Oh ne m’en veuillez pas vous qui courez aux plages 
De gäter votre elan d’enrayer votre bond 

Ma danse est versatile Je suis Midi en flammes 

Ma poitrine et mon dos sont à jamais disjoints 

Prison et plage me disputent 

J'attends l'apparition dun astre mutilé 

D’un astre embaumé dans son cercueil d’aurore 


Le sang monte à mes joues avec les souvenirs 
Le volcan ressuscite et la marée roucoule 


Et mon chant s'établit quand l'arbre se dépouille 


A la saison où s’embrase son tronc 
Quand la neige a poncé les toits de la prison 
Et les confond aux toits enfumés des auberges 
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CE CHANT ENTRE DEUX ASTRES 
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Draine la lumière 
Fore l’ombre 


Qu’as-tu fait de tes yeux 
O témoin de l'amour? 


Qu’as-tu fait de tes nuits 
Orphelin des ténèbres 


L’étendue te parcourt 
Et tu veux voyager! 


o Une lampe s’allume 


PP. VI 


Maintenant que le taureau et le serpent s’abreuvent au même 

È pis 

Maintenant que le soleil transpire dans chaque grappe mire 

Que l'ombre est solide comme un roc enracinée comme une 
pieuvre 

Maintenant que Midi est un vase renversé sur la terre 

Je dirai le giron de la femme son obscure forêt 

fe dirai l’épi de l’homme sa langue de lumière 

Je dirai leur combat et leur fécondité 


A Midi l’arbre est fendu en deux par la cognée solaire 

Et l’homme qui traverse son bois s’unit à la sève du monde 
Celui-là n’a plus de nom 

Son visage est un essaim d’abeilles 

Il pénètre dans la forêt 

Et le soleil reprend sa course 


Alors d’une source jaillit le Dragon aux cent griffes 
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D'un chêne feuillu comme un nuage coule l'épée au double 


éclat 
L’homme combat le monstre son arme est un orage 


Le sang noir du Dragon a veiné le cristal de la source 


Et voici que se lève La Toute Noire La vierge aux larges 
hanches 

L’homme l’a reconnue C’est la nuit de la Mère 

L’Aurore aux seins de vierge 

La femme retrouvée 


VII 


Hôtesse des regards 
A ta suite à tätons 
ee Nos pas abrupts t’escortent — 
Armure des ténébres 
Il nous faut toublier 
Pour mieux te reconnaitre 
Et nous te combattons 
Avant de tagrandir 


VII | 


Annoncée par une ronde de cris la nuit s’est coulée entre nous 
Nous sommes pris dans ses glaces 


7 
4 
, ER N 
Plus loin que nos mains que voir d’autre que nous 4 
ex 5 
Que réver? } 


Le monde s'achève quelque part dans l’abandon d’une banquise 


C’est le moment de dire notre saveur mortelle 
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Car la chaleur dont nous mourons se déprend chaque jour 
de nos haillons de gloire Es 


E er A 
’ 


Ni la grotte ni la barque 
Ni lane ni la vache 


eS 


Ni la caverne ni la jument 

Ne nous réchaufferont 

Tous les ventres sont froids | ; È 
Les choses nous regardent 

bo Notre dos s’arrondit 


Al 


| 
Y 
te : 


È; 
Chaque grain de splendeur élevé sur sa tige 

Distance chaque jour notre élan moissonneur 

Nous voudrions séparer ce qui nous désaltère de ce qui nous 
È terrasse 

Mais nous ne savons plus nommer les choses par leur grâce 
(Comme cette fleur que nous appelons le désespoir du peintre | 
Parce qu’elle défie la main qui veut la copier) 


Etranges dans l’étrange 
Uniques dans le divers 
| Nous attendons l’éclipse 
Qui nous décimera 


mes st. ne À, 


Le vent qui passe entre les branches d'un vieil arbre 4 
A rendu la mémoire du printemps à l’aubier qui tressaille y 
Et trois bourgeons naissent au pur matin sous le poitrail E 
. dune colombe + 
Et trois rameaux s’elancent à l’assaut du soleil! 


Abandonné à sa faille profonde 
L'homme seul a marché adossé à sa vie 

Accouplé au mystère dont il fut désuni 

Cherchant les Mères dans la nuit 
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- J'ai dit l'homme au matin allongé dans le creux d’une barque | 


| GASTON | 


Jai dit l'homme au matin allongé dans le creux d’une barque | 
Jai dit l'homme à Midi planté sur sa terre comme un cyprès 
(Dans les remous d’azur il est pareil à la flamme bercée | 
A Pheure des gisants la lueur de sa mort hausse encore sa taill dl 
Sa main éprouve dans sa main son éphémere braise) | 


Il dort 
L’air s'appuie sur sa face 


La vague le soulève 


AB, Il mourra dun ressac 
Du cri d'une mouette 


Les yeux clos 
Les mains nouées 


Les pieds joints 


MICHAEL FRANCIS GIBSON 


CINQ POÈMES D’EXODE 


PORTE, VASE ET POEME 
SONT VIDES À FORME UTILE 


+ TA 
14 


ir 


_ Ma parole 

est mieux faite pour le silence 

| pour être observée durant le siège de nuit 
| combat à l’extérieur 

silence dans le coeur. 

Ma parole de terre 

_cruche descendue au puits: 

un vide pour te recueillir, lecteur, 

| pour ramener ton eau vers ta soif. 


Ma parole est un vide qui tourne sous ma main. 
: 

1 IL FAUT SAUVER NARCISSE 
4 

y 


Pour qui 
da coupe d’or? demande l’artisan. 
Dis: pour la nuit, ses peuples muets. 
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A lever le soleil, germer le blé, féconder l’aimée. 


Mil 
a 


MICHAEL Ne ns 


Pour qui le miroir, polisseur? 
Pour le soleil et l’alouette. . | 


Leçon: que soleil soit ta proie, aucun miroir, 6 ascendante; | 
de près, mortellement, il ne rendra que ton propre regard. | 


LA VRAIE POÉSIE EST VECUE 


i 

I | 

Patient lecteur, tu seras le chasseur dans mon poème, posant. | 
sur la piste timide les lacets, que je te tends. N 
Le poème de mots: un piège pour la bête palpitante: la vie | 


juste; une route vers le silence. 


Por 
pe Ar 


Le 
| 
Si j'étais savant à vivre je me tairais. | 
u | 
At 
I a 
| 
Jai cherché, je cherche encore, 4 | 


Le regard 

Qui m’introduira au silence 

Portant sur ma plaine stérile confiance du fleuve et du soleil. | 
| 
; 


III 


Un regard suffit 

A dissiper mon bruit. 
Un regard rendra vaine I: 
La dépense du poème. Mi 
Un regard suffit 
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Le miracle des plantes d’or 


La flèche pourpre de la dauphinelle 


Et les silences du soleil dans la futaie 
Le cri du vent. 


sa 


Pai oublié la mort 


Jai oublié la guerre 
Pai eu peur. 


me... er c Sa 
 L’eternit6 est trop puissante ici. 

Le temps rituel des plantes 

Enjambe mes jours comme un ruisseau. 


1 


Jardin, mon piège d'oubli, 


Tes pommes, noix, et abricots 
Vont effacer 
Les quelques regards que jai atteints 


Adieu, j'ai trop tardé 


nl rouvons un oeil qui fasse le silence: 
J’y bätirai mes arbres, tracerai ma source. 


Mais plus ici. 


pui: 


La mer s’est écartée et je m’en vais. 


SÉPARATION DES EAUX 


loimsme! 
Piste a la colére! 
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Les quelques visages qui me chantèrent leur soif. 


más 


Piste à la joie! | ait ney Ve 
Ma voix: une route aux villes sans nom. 


A toi de les nommer, lecteur, È 
Les terres où jimpose mon pied. | À 
Ma route sans politique rattache les noeuds de tout commerce, e 
Jouvre, à toi de traduire. Va! 


Mortel tout arrêt 
La plus dure route mène à l’homme. 
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QUELQUES LETTRES 


i 7 Janvier 1927 
Cher ami, 


Je reçois ce matin les cartes de Varallo, Orta etc.; je vous 
en remercie. Vous recevrez en retours un méchant petit bou- 
quin que je vous dispense bien de lire, un cent millième bou- 
quin sur Saint François d’Assise. Vous le mettrez, sur les 
rayons de votre bibliothèque, dans le coin dédaigné des 
romans. 

_ J'attends d'un jour à l’autre un coup de téléphone de 
Charlie *, me convoquant chez notre éditeur pour vous mouler 
sur la feuille de garde de la Peinture en Italie *, une dédicace 
lapidaire. Cependant, ce livre n’est pas un mythe: un de mes 
voisins de campagne, gros producteur de betteraves, homme 
aussi peu fantôme que possible, l’a lu dans l’Echo de Paris, 
d’où je conclus que Jean Louis Vaudoyer a dû avoir entre 
les mains les bonnes feuilles; et je sais qu’elles se trouvent 
aussi dans les mains d'Alfassa. Que ce livre paraisse avant 
notre mort à tous ou avant la fin du monde, c’est peut-être 
incroyable, mais il paraît que c’est pourtant vrai, ou que cela 
. se dispose à l’être. On me dit qu'il vient des demandes en foule 


1 Charles du Bos. 
2 Il s’agit de l’édition française des Italian Painters de M. B. Be- 


renson dont la traduction est de Louis Gillet. 
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d’Italie. Ce serait plaisant si par ricochet votre gloire arrivait! 
à Florence de Paris. | 

Connaissez-vous le livre d'un certain Finlandais ou Fin- |. 
nois, appelé Rintelen, sur Giotto (Bâle, 1923)? Ce subtil Finn, 
suivi aussitôt par un allemand dont le nom m’échappe, sup». 
prime de l’oeuvre de Giotto tout ce qui porte son nom à As- | 
sise: non seulement les allégories de l’église basse, ce qui va | 
sans dire, mais toute la vie du saint (déjà fortement entamée, 
à vrai dire, puisque les sept ou huit dernières scènes sont | 


manifestement d’une main étrangère); il attribue cet ensemble 
à un « Ombrien inconnu. » Je suis fâché de ce sacrilege, mais | 
j'avoue que cette opinion hardie me séduit fort. En vérité, il 
est presque impossible de raccorder la peinture du Latran et la i 
Navicella d’une part, les fresques de Padoue et de Florence 
de l’autre, avec ces peintures d’Assise. Cet épisode semble inex- | 
plicable, au milieu d'une vie d’artiste, à moins d'étendre | 
jusqu’à l’incohérence le droit que tout homme a de se démen- | 
tir. Voilà mon sentiment, quel est le vôtre? | 

Madame Berenson demande de votre part une photo d'un | 
St. Jéróme, mais il doit y avoir une erreur de numéro; al 
moins qu'il ne s’agisse d’un tableau du Boulevard Haussmann * 
Je n’ai pas le catalogue de Bertaux sous la main, voulez- 
vous me faire savoir si votre Bellini entrevu ou deviné, qui 
hante en ce moment vos nuits, se trouve chez moi ou chez 
Nolhac? Je voudrais bien avoir cette part dans vos songes. | 

Bonne année, cher ami, présentez mes hommages à Ma- 
dame Berenson, et croyez-moi, je vous prie, votre bien attaché | 
et dévoué. 


Louis GILLET 


Mon respectueux souvenir à Mademoiselle Pellegrina ? 


1 Musée Jacquemart-André. 
2 Pellegrina Rosselli Del Turco (plus tard Marchesa Paulucci de’ 


Calboli) qui à ce moment-là travaillait dans la bibliothèque de M. Be- 
renson. 
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Jan. 22, 1927 


I Tatti 


y dear Gillet, 


Thanks for two most entertaining and utterly delightful 
letters. As for the translations of my four little books 1 shall 
believe in their existence when 1 hold them in my hands. 
Until then credat judaeus Apella. 
| I am awaiting with more impatience your book on St. 
Francis. And in this connection, I must warn you not to be 
lead away by Rintelen an archi-Boche, if ever there was one. 
He died recently as professor at Bäle. 
| Of course in my youth I also refused to accept the Giottos 
in the upper church at Assisi. I don’t own the first edition 
of my Florentine Painters and cannot verify my impressions. 
It is that I omitted them in my first list of Giotto’s works. 
That was the time when we all were possessed by the Geist der 


Stats verneint. That spirit is very old fashioned now. At pre- 
sent, I witness a race as to who shall attribute the greatest 
number of works to a great master. In fact, all the apocrypha 
are rapidly becoming canonical. 

| You would have no serious difficulties if in the first place 
you bore in mind that neither the mosaic at St. Peter’s nor 
the fresco of the Lateran are at present capable of revealing 
anything about Giotto’s style when he first designed them. In 
the second place the probabilities are that the Assisi frescoes 
were done before and not after. Toesca at the end of his first 
volume just issued goes so far as to suggest that Giotto may 
have done some of the frescoes in the tier above the St. Francis 
series. I am more than inclined to agree with him. 

By the way I have advised Toesca to ask the publisher to 
send you a copy of his book. 

It is the most remarkable volume on the history of Italian 
art that has ever appeared and perhaps as well the most 
remarkable on the art of Latin Europe in general for the 7 or 
‘800 years, preceding the year 1100. 

It is not a book for people who want a table-talk and 
take a tired interest in art and want formulas to give them 
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short cuts to the most attractive views. But it is a perfectly 
well informed, perfectly unbiased work, amazingly intelli- 
gent, clearsighted and of right judgement. Toesca seldom lets 
himself be lyrical, but when he does, he does it with attic 
sobriety and delicacy. As for his criticism of the sources, you 
are scholar enough yourself to see what they are worth. I 
want you to review it if you get a chance and let people know 
what a treasure of learning is now made accessible to them. 


Yours sincerely 
B. B. 


7 février 1927 
Cher ami, 


Que votre lettre me fait plaisir! Vous prenez les choses | 


avec votre grace ordinaire: il était un peu ridicule de vous 
faire hommage de votre enfant, et disait peu de choses que 
de l’avoir habillé à la française. J’espére qu’il aura bonne 
mine sous ce eostume, et que les pays latins lui feront bon 
accueil; cette version devrait pénétrer partout où ce qui reste 
de la langue de Voltaire est encore le truchement de la 
bonne compagnie, en Espagne, Roumanie, Amérique du Sud, 
Echelles du Levant. 

C'est a quoi devrait s’employer une publicité qui saurait 
un peu s’y prendre. Jusqu’a présent, je n’ai obtenu que des 
échos oraux: le seul article, à ma connaissance, est celui de 
G. L. Vaudoyer dans l’Echo de Paris du 31 décembre. Celui 
d’Alfassa paraîtra en mars dans l’Amour de l'Art, F. Fosca 
en fait un autre dans la Revue Hebdomadaire. Vous trou- 
verez quelques lignes sur la couverture du prochain N. de 
la Revue des deux Mondes. Il m'était difficile de faire da- 
vantage et d’avoir l’effronterie de précher pour mon saint. 
Mais je ne doute que nous ayons une très bonne presse. 

Quant à l’article du Corriere sur mon humble personna- 
ge, jen ai été ravi: ça été un rayon de soleil toute la journée, 
dans notre grisaille. J’écris à Ojetti pour avoir le secret de 
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ces initiales (m.f.), qui me cachent un homme si aimable, et 
que je ne puis m'empêcher de trouver si intelligent. Il m'a 
bien dit le mot qui pouvait me plus plaire: « Faire de l’art 
sans en avoir Pair ». S'il était vrai que j’y eusse réussi, ah! 
tous mes voeux seraient comblés. Il y a un âge, vous le savez, 
où l’on est dégoûté de tout ce qui est voyant, où toute affecta- 
tion choque comme une vulgarité, où l’on n’aime plus que 
le naturel, et une note plutôt un peu moins haut que le ton. 
J’en suis là. 

Que ne vous dois-je pas, cher ami, pour votre précieuse 
consultation sur Giotto? J’avais honte, en vous lisant, d’avoir 
détourné pour moi seul une si grande part de votre temps 
et de votre attention. Excusez-moi, je rougis de mon indis- 
crétion, mais si vous saviez combien votre bonté me touche 
et quel bonheur me cause ce nouveau témoignage de votre 
amitié! 

Voulez-vous me dire l’adresse de M. Toesca? J'avais déjà 
environ une moitié de son livre, mais ce monument, dans son 
ensemble, apparaît magnifique: je n’ai pu lire encore ça 
et là que quelques pages et surtout quelques notes, mais avec 
une admiration sans cesse renouvelée pour tant de probité, 
de sérieux, de solidité. Je suis bien de votre sentiment: je 
ne vois dans aucune langue un pareil modèle de science, de 
critique et de goût. C’est une oeuvre magistrale, et je serai 
bien aise de le dire à l’auteur. J’écris tout de suite une brève 
notice pour la couverture de la Revue, maïs je reviendrai à 
loisir sur ce sujet quand je ferai, — j'espère au printemps, — 
un article d'ensemble sur la sculpture romane, les livres de 
Porter et de l’abbé Terret etc. Il y a là une masse de travaux 
que le livre de M. Toesca domine et couronne superbement. 

Me voici au moment de l’année où je ne puis plus tenir 
dans Paris. Il faut absolument que j'aille m’aérer, refaire ma 
provision d'images. J’espère retourner en Espagne, soit en 
avril, soit peut-être en mai. En attendant, des le l.er mars, 
j'irai voir pousser les feuilles et jaillir les hampes des bruyères 
‘dans mes bois de Cháalis. Ce spectacle m’enivre toujours 
comme le retour d’un mystére sacré, d’une illusoire jeunesse 
qui fait battre mon coeur vieilli. 
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Présentez mes hommages à Madame Berenson et croyez, | 
— cher ami, à toute mon affection reconnaissante et respec- | 
5 tueuse. 

‘1 Louis GILLET 


A 15, Rue de l’Université 24-12-29 


¢ Cher ami, 


ro Quel plaisir to hear from you. J'avais déjà de vos nou- | 

velles, si l’on peut dire, par Ojetti, qui a passé par ici la! 

"à semaine dernière à cause de notre exposition de la Revue. 

Vous savez qu’elle a très bien réussi: je m’en flatte. On ne! 

parle que de cela à Paris. Je commence à croire que c'était | 

ma vraie vocation. Je ne suis probablement pas né pour la 

gloire des lettres, mais pour organiser des centenaires, je suis | 

de premier ordre. C’est dommage que vous n’ayez pas vu ca, 

a votre approbation, disons mieux: votre ça ira, est tout ce | 

qui me manque. Ojetti est reparti pour Londres, où il veut | 

€ marcher sur mes traces. Il paraît qu'il y aura là, au mois | 
de janvier, toute la peinture italienne. Cela me tente un peu, 

bien qu’à vrai dire, cette peinture italienne m'ennuie. Tous 

aa ces pauvres «primitifs,» toutes ces pauvres Madones, trai- 

2 tées comme des bibelots, sous ce ciel protestant, connaissez- | 

vous rien de plus pitoyable? Je ne sais pas pourquoi Rem- | 

, brandt ne me fait pas cet effet-là. Ses tableaux sont des oeu- | 
vres de cabinet, ils sont faits pour des amateurs; que les ama- 
teurs, changent et se succèdent, rien n’est plus naturel. Mais 

des tableaux de piété, des oeuvres d’oratoire, une fois qu y 
3 voyagent me paraissent comme des fleurs coupées, même un 
a peu profanees. Enfin, je me dis cela pour me consoler de ne 

pas avoir le temps d’aller à Londres. J’aurai, hélas! comme . 

nous disons d’autres chiens a fouetter. 

1 Votre double voyage de Syrie et d’Espagne m'indique! 

que vous êtes toujours sur la piste des origines profondes de 

va l’art chrétien. Combien j’attends avec impatience ce que vous 
écrirez là-dessus! Il s’agit de bien autre chose qu’une ico- 
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nographie. Il s’agit d'assister à la naissance d'un art, à une 
transformation totale de l'esprit humain, à la création d'une 
sensibilité, d’un langage, d’une forme: et la grande question 
est de savoir dans quelle mesure la religion elle même dépend 
de cet art, en est la fille au lieu d’en être la mère, comme le 
pense Emile Mâle. Pour nous autres, cher ami, qui vivons 
dans un monde où tout change, et où se passe sans doute la 
plus grande révolution qu’on ait vue depuis l’ère chrétienne, 
il n’y a rien de plus passionnant que ce problème et cette 
création de nouvelles valeurs morales et plastiques. 

Armand Colin vous aura peut-être envoyé un essai dont 
je suis coupable et qui peut-être sera ma honte *. Pourquoi 
ai-je accepté de l’écrire dans ces conditions-là ? Pourquoi n’ai- 
je pas exigé qu’on me payät le voyage? J'aurais pu, s’il eût 
plû à Dieu, faire quelque chose de très bien. Telles quelles 
ces deux cents pages m'ont coûté des années de réflexion et 
de travail. C’est une synthèse, où du moins une expuisse qu’on 
n'avait pas tentée. Elle est téméraire, mais soyez indulgent. 
Il faut ces imprudents pour combler le fossé, afin que la trou- 
pe puisse escalader les murailles de Plevna. 

A happy Xmas à Sainte Claire, cher ami! Que ne suis- 
je avec vous demain comme je voudrais. Toutes mes amitiés 
tendres et affectueuses. Dites à Madame Wharton que M. 
Doumic se dispose à publier The Children d'ici à quelques 
semaines. 

SU A vous 
Louis GILLET 


Ste Claire-le-Chateau Hyères (Var) 


January 3, 1930 
My dear friend, 


Your letter of Xbre 24 delighted me for all you told me 
of yourself and of your ideas and ideals. I look forward with 
the keenest zest to reading the book that I expect to find at 


* L’art dans le nouveau monde dans l'Histoire de l’Art d’André 


Michel. 
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I Tatti, and I shall write about it when I have read it. Of | 


course, I have heard of the Revue des Deux Mondes celebra- 


tion and your part in it. 


All you say about the Italian exhibition in London | 


makes me glow with sympathy. I am entirely of your opinion. 
And besides, what purpose does it serve? It is perhaps a 


necessary ‘evil to exhibit little known works of art of high 
quality usually inaccessible and invisible, as for instance the | 
present display at Barcelona. Again it is useful to start interest | 


in little known phases of art by making exhibits of Persian, 
or Chinese, or Oceanic Art. But what English person of any 


culture and of no matter how small means, has not seen the | 


pictures in Italy? And he has seen them in a good light, well 
spaced, frequently in their original ambiance. In London he 
will see them huddled, in the mirk, with a crowd, and what 
will he get out of it? A very few «art critics » may satisfy 


curiosity or feed their vanity. Indeed a large number of the | 


exhibits have little artistic or associative value, and have 
interest only as petty problems in attribution. 


And the worst is that the overwhelming majority of those 
pictures dragged from Italy to London, old, shaky, infirm as 
they are, and used to the dryness and mildness of the Italian 
climate, will suffer not only from the inevitable shaking and 
bumping of transport, but from the damp and drafts of the 
British climate. There is a great deal more I could say against 
this vulgar display, but enough. 


You take such a keen and intelligent, and sympathetic 
interest in my plans for future work, that I pray you may not 
be disappointed. I feel very grateful to Mäle for all he has 
done to make the spiritual world in which the medieval 
craftsman worked intelligible. It has never occurred to Mäle 
that the problem lay elsewhere. Indeed, it may be doubted 
whether he is really persuaded of its existence. And yet, as 
you say, the artist drew from the same depths as the other 
growths of his own time, and is not a mistletoe clinging to 
them. The work I have in mind will be so different that it 
will ignore the term christian or early christian art, and treat 
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decline and recovery of form independently, with no necessary 
attention to frontiers, races, or religions. To give an obvious. 
example ihe domed interior so marvellously promised, but 
not realised in Hagia Sophia found its perfect achievement 
at the hands of the Turkish architect Sinan in the middle of 
the sixteenth century. 

Far be it from my intention to ignore Christianity or 
(later) Mohammedanism, but I expect to show that while they 
‚can no doubt influence form, they can not create it. 


With all good wishes for 1930, 


affectionately yours 


B. B. 


Lac de Garde, 22-4-30 
Cher ami, 


Me voici en route pour Athenes. A mon äge quelle aven- 
ture. Je suis un peu intimide. S’il ne tenait qu’à moi je sens 
bien que je m'arréterais par ici, à Brescia, à Bergame, à cha- 
cune de ces coupoles ou de ces petits clochers vers lesquels 
mon coeur s'élance. C'est là que j'ai laissé une partie de ma 
jeunesse et (j’ai honte de le dire) le reste n’est pour moi 
qu’une vaine curiosité. Jamais je n’arriverai à digérer ces 
_marbres de là-bas, et à faire que ces pierres pour moi se chan- 
gent en pain. J’envie mon fils qui est à Rome avec sa soeur 
(où entre parenthèse ils viennent de trouver Madame Chau- 
ler) *. Mais je n’en peux plus de mon hiver, j'ai besoin de 
souffler après le grand effort. On ne doit pas être mal pour 
cela dans un petit café d'Athènes, à condition de ne pas se 
tourmenter de l’ambition de refaire la prière sur l’Acropole. 
Je rentre le 20 Mai. Vous verra-t-on cette année à Paris? A 
Athènes mon adresse à l’Ecole française 6 rue Didot. 

Votre fidèle 

Louis GILLET 


= Daisy Terry, née à Rome vers 1860, demi-soeur de Marion Craw- 
ford, écrivain américain très côté à son moment, épouse de Winthrop 
Chanler, auteur de plusieurs livres de mémoires sur son enfance à Ro- 
me et ses relations dans le monde entier. 
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I Tatti, April 25, 1930 
Dear friend, 


How I envy you for Athens! I never cease regretting that N 
as a youth I did not dedicate my life to Athens rather than | 
to Florence. It is there only that my spirit gets complete sat- | 
isfaction. I suspect that if my life has had any value it is | 
because, so to speak, I am planted so firmly on the Acropolis. I 
Do not fail to go to Daphni, and Skaramanga, and to Kaise- 
riani, the convent in the folds of the Hymettus. Get some | 
friends to take you out to Hagios Mercurios. If you go te | 
Delphi try to get a glimpse of Hosios Lucas in Phocis. 

And if on your way back you have a day to spare come 
and spend it with us. We should be glad to see you. 

I have to thank you for a volume of essays, which I shall | 
read the blessed day when I have the leisure. | 


Every devotely | 
BERNARD BERENSON | 


~ 


Athènes, 5 Mai 1930 


6, rue Didot | 
Cher ami, 


Je pars demain (exactement non, c’est ce soir) pour 
Delphes et je ferai de mon mieux pour gagner Osios Lukas. 


On dit beaucoup de bien de ces représentations, encore qu’on 
ne comprenne goutte au galimatias de Sikelianos; ne voilà- ! 


t-il pas qu'il s’avise de vouloir fonder à Delphes une sorte 
de gymnase encyclopédique, appelé Université, une espèce | 
d'atelier d’entrainement mystique pour la régénération de la 
pauvre humanité. Ce n’est pas que l’humanité n’en ait grand 
besoin: toute la question est de savoir le pouvoir d’attraction i 
de M. Sikelianos *, même doublé de sa femme. Bagner, comme . 
on écrit ici (cette orthographe m'a fait rêver au moins deux | 
ou trois secondes) avait entrepris quelque chose de pareil à È 


1 Poète grec très estimé, marié à une New Yorkaise fantastiquement | i 
originale nommée Eva Palmer. 
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Bayreuth, et Dieu sait quel homme c'était, et à quoi est-il 
arrivé, je vous le demande un peu? Je pense  qu’Isadora 
Duncan avait aussi quelque idée de rebaptiser le genre hu- 
main par la danse plastique. Ces chimères font un peu sourire. 
J’avoue qu’elles me gâtent la perspective de me trouver à 
Delphes. On aimerait mieux construire son petit rêve à soi 
tout seul et c’est surtout pourquoi je ne serais pas fâché de 
faire une retraite fût-ce seulement de quelques heures à Osios 
‚Lukas. Là ou les moines ont échoué, quel espoir que les ca- 
botins réussissent, même quand ils seraient les jongleurs du 
bon Dieu? Et puis pour nos péchés, il y a le cinéma. Que peut 
le pauvre Sikelianos contre le roi Charlot? 

Bien sûr, cher ami, j’ai vu le divin Daphni, et je tâcherai 
de voir Skaramanga et Kaiseriani, si je puis. Jusqu’à présent, 
c’est Olympie qui m'a fait la plus grande impression, c’est 
là que mon âme se trouve at home: les parties arcadiennes 
de mon individu goûtent cette paix et cette solitude. Epi- 
daure, que j'ai vu ensuite, m'a un peu déçu; cela sent trop 
la ville d’eaux, l’architecture de casino, le style de Lourdes 
et de Vichy. Pour l’Acropole, ce n’est pas en deux lignes que 
je puis m'expliquer; mes impressions sont trop compactes et 
remuent trop de choses. Le fond de mon trouble, c’est le 
drame que j’entrevois, ce moment sacré qui suit Salamine, 
Marathon et les guerres médiques: c'est le spectacle de la 
victoire radieuse sur l'Orient. Mais ce que j’explique mal et 
ne débrouille pas encore, ce sont les origines orientales de 
l’art Grec. Cette porte des Lions, à Mycènes, et ces batailles 
de lions, d'antilopes du fronton de l’Hékatompédon, ces vieux 
monstres, ces dragons, ces taureaux, comme cela fait rêver. 
Evidemment, tout part de l’Asie. Et puis tout y retourne avec 
Alexandre et Saint Paul. C’est le grand mystère qui me préoc- 
cupe. Est-ce qu’il n’y aurait dans le monde qu’un seul thème 
depuis la guerre de Troie jusqu'aux croisades et encore 
jusqu’à nos jours, cette lutte éternelle de la raison contre la 
puissance du nombre et le chaos oriental? C’est ce qui est 
en train de recommencer aux Indes avec Gandhi, qui me 
paraît une sorte de fanatique du genre de Lénine ou de Maho- 
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met. Cette crise qui se prépare est une chose pathétique all 


envisager depuis l’Acropole. Prions, cher ami, pour nos dieux! © 
Je demeure encore une quinzaine. Je rentre ici samedi et 
repars lundi pour Mistra et Bassae. Puis reprends le train de | 


lundi 19, c’est la dernière limite; il faut être à Paris le 22. 
Ma fille Louisette a rencontré à Rome notre chère amie Mme 


Chandler. Cher ami, ce n’est pas sans regret que je passerai | 


si près de Florence sans m’arréter: deux heures de conver- 


sation avec vous, m'éclaireraient tout. Ce serait la goutte || 


d’acide qui précipiterait le trouble mélange que je n’ose ap- 


peler «mes idées ». Que de fois sur l’Acropole je songe à la. 
charmante colonnade rustique de San Martino alla Palma où. 
vous m'avez emmené. Balanos, soit dit en passant, a trouvé | 
bon de relever tout le côté nord du Parthénon; j’espere qu'il . 
s'arrêtera là. Il n’a pas fait attention que le Parthénon n’est! 
pas une colonnade ou un portique, mais que les colonnes + 


enveloppaient un mur, une masse solide, un volume: et com-. 


me il n’a pas l'intention de restituer la cella, toutes les co-. 
lonnes qu’il relève font un effet de cage-à mouches que je | 
trouve déplirable. Il devrait être défendu de toucher aux 


reliques. 
Mes hommages à Madame Berenson, croyez-moi, cher 
ami, votre affectueusement dévoué. 
Louis GILLET 


Fiuggi, June 16, 1930 
My dear Gillet, 


I was delighted with your letter and postcards from | 
Greece. How I envy you and how glad I was that you were | 


there and getting so much out of it. What a land, what a 
fit setting for a civilization, and what a civilization! I feel its 


fascination more every day of my life, and every day I see — 


and understand better what it was and what we owe to it. 


And not we of the white races only, but yellow ones as well, 


and perhaps even the Pacific people. I often think of what 
Renan says somewhere that but for the Greeks we might 
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have remained somewhat as the blacks might be if we, 
whites, were not on the earth. So I always feel homesick for 
the world of Homer and Phidias and Plato. In my wonderings 
it is that vision I run after. That is why, more and more my 
travels tend towards the Mediterranean. Even in your Prov- 
ence as in the south of Spain, it is still Hellas that I find. 
And when I cannot so farther away from Florence than I 
am now, it is not to all ihe loveliness and enchantments of 
sub-Alpine Italy that I tend, but instinctively towards the 
south where, through the window of Rome, I feel so close 
to Greece. That is why we are here now for a change from 
visitors and a rest from my own speciality. Here one is in 
the midst of a countryside as unspoiled, as traditional, as 
uninterruptedly classical as you will find anywhere in the 
civilized world and I am almost as happy here as if I were 
in Arcadia. Only I have here what Barres so vainly looked 
for there, the classicism of the middle- -ages. 

- Ina few minutes we leave to return to ES pass- 
ing under Subiaco, under Tivoli, under Civita Castellana, to 
sleep at Orvieto. We shall remain at I Tatti till about the 
middle of July and then go up to Consuma... 


Affectionately 
B. B. 


17. Rue Bonaparte 6me 


2-2-31 
Cher ami, 


Dire que voilà six semaines que nous faisions ensemble 
cette promenade divine (dans cet endroit inoui dont je ne 
sais même plus le nom, dont jamais je ne saurais retrouver 
le chemin et qui me semble un peu le frère du Paradis perdu) 
et dire que voilà six semaines que je veux vous écrire — vous 
écrire pour rien, je l’avoue, n’ayant rien de précis à vous dire, 
mais pour me mettre en paix avec un obscur besoin de mon 
âme et pour tâcher de retrouver ne fût-ce qu’une minute 
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cet accord surnaturel qui me remplissait ce jour-la, en mar- 
chant à vos côtés, sur cette colline, au bord de la mer, en 


face de ces iles plus grecques que les Cyclades, sur lesquelles 
descendait cet angélique crépuscule. 


Je me rappelle cet instant, en arrivant devant le village, | 
où vous appelátes John Hugh-Smith pour lui faire admirer} 
Cézanne: en effet rien de plus cézannien dans toute la nature. | 
Le bon Dieu lui-même semblait peindre devant nous comme 
le vieux maître d’Aix. Mais je me souviens surtout de la! 
phrase qui suivit, où vous compariez le paysage à la sculpture N 


gonflée d’un chapiteau roman. Je crus percevoir alors comme 


je n'avais jamais fait la merveilleuse justesse de vos sensa-# 


tions, ces rapports profonds que vous savez saisir entre les 


choses, ces musiques dont vous seul avez le secret. Et j'ai une | 


impatience de lire le premiers chapitres de ce livre dont vous 


me parliez sur les peintres de Pompei: je devine que vous 


nous donnerez là le résumé de vos expériences, la clef de ce | 


langage des formes et de la beauté, le trésor de vos songes | 


et de votre coeur. 


Je n’ai pas lu le livre de mon ami Hourticq mais seule- | 
ment un article de Paul Fierens qui le résume. Je ne puis | 


concevoir où est le problème de Giorgione, du moment qu’on 


lui fait l’aumône de vouloir bien lui laisser le tableau de 
Castelfranco et l’Orage Giovannelli. Si Pon ne sent pas que . 


ce dernier tableau contient un monde nouveau, toute la vo- . 


lupté et toute une poétique, qu’il y a là exactement ce que! 
Hugo nommait en parlant des Fleurs du Mal un « frisson nou- | 


veau », à quoi bon se méler de faire de l’histoire de l’art? 
Quant à croire que le Concert du Pitti soit de Sébastien del 
Piombo, il faudrait le diable lui-même pour m’y contraindre: 
et encore, j'en douterais. Giorgione a toujours fait beaucoup 
déraisonner. Je pense qu'il n’a pas fini. J’ai toujours grand’pei- 
ne à admettre qu’un grand nom ne repose sur rien et qu’on 
débaptise un Titien pour en faire honneur à un peintre de 
deuxième ordre. Le contraire se voit plus souvent: on ne 


prête qu’aux riches. On dépouille les petits pour accroître 
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les gros, surtout quand ces derniers ont été les camarades 
‚des premiers et leur ont survécu cinquante ou soixante ans; 
on prend des Guilliard pour en faire des Watteau, il est 
rare qu'on dégrade un Watteau en Guilliard. Enfin, plus je 
réfléchis, moins je suis convaincu. 

Dites à Mme Strachey’ que son livre paraît le 17; il 
sera annoncé le 13 dans la Bibliographie littéraire de la Fran- 
ce, J’ai fait un bout de préface que j’ai expédié aux Nouvelles 
Littéraires. Du reste, on ne publie presque rien ces temps-ci, 
rapport à la «crise»: ce qui me fait espérer que le public 
se jettera sur le livre avec un appétit de loup. Je vous ai 
adressé mon petit bouquin sur Shakespeare. Je commence à 
trembler de ma témérité. Enfin, nous verrons bien. 

Pirandello est ici, toujours guilleret et plus que jamais 
Yair d’une fraise trempée dans la crème; je Vai trouvé ce 
matin en train de taper à la machine deux nouvelles pièces 
qu’il achève en même temps pour New-York. Je viens de lire 
celles de l’année; celle qui s’intitule Questa sera si recita... 
m’a paru de la meilleure veine de l’auteur. 

Les Walter Gay sont rentrés, tous les deux très fringants 
et plus gentils que jamais, comme des personnages sortis de 
The age of innocence ou d’une idylle de Longfellow. Mrs. 
Tyler a découvert un violoniste hongrois que je n’ai pas 
entendu, mais on en dit merveilles. Adieu, je termine ce ba- 
vardage qui n’aurait plus de raison de finir. 

Tous mes hommages à Mme Berenson et toutes mes ami- 
tiés pour vous, mon cher ami. Nous vivons dans l’attente de 
Pautomne qui vous ramenera. 

Louis GILLET 


5 Janvier 1932 
Cher ami, 


Je suis totalement abruti pas deux articles consécutifs 
‘sur the French Exhibition of Burlington House. Votre lettre 


1 Ray Strachey, née Costello, belle-fille de Monsieur Berenson, 
belle-soeur de Lython Strachey et auteur de plusieurs livres. Celui-ci 
doit être l’étude sur le fanatisme pathologique religieux aux E. U. A. 
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vient me rafraichir au milieu de cette hesegme aride. Il < 
reste un troisiéme article à fabriquer pour Dedala Ce de 
nier membarraxe un peu 1° parce quÚjetti a eaveré 
prétendue esquise du St. Erasme de Poussim quì est 
méchante copie du 18. siecle (vous savez qu'il nee 
une esquisse de Poussin, ni d'ailleurs je creè d'aucun maitre} 
— hormis Rubens — avant le Mime siècle. Ira des « zus, 
ses de plafonds, de Lemoyne ou de Tiepole, de Boucher egli 
de Fragonard: je n'en ai jamais rencontré de Titiea ou 
Tintoret) 2 La plus grande diffieulté sera de dire à < 
point cet art francais. 

A) est épatant au XIXme sitele. è partir de Dara 


B) è quel point il a toujours été original, et e bie 
il est indépendant de l'art italien. | À 


Je suis devenu liedessus tout à fait radical Le seul tall 
bleau vraiment italien (Tintoret) de Fexposition, cet le 
Trajan de Delacroix: il y fait tache. Il a quelque chose. 
ronflant, du fracas, des fanfares qui sent très belles en < 
mais qui sont peu i = Cela detenme, pour parler com 
Stendhal, comme un coup de pistolet — ou plutôt de grass 
Caisse — au milieu d'un concert. Je ne m'en étais jamais : 
Su, mais maintenant cette vérité me créve Is yeux et je = 
sais comment la dire sans blesser tous les : RETSPEU 
et faire un tolle en hake. 


UT ex 
+ 4 
EL bbe os cede. LANG 


dites, et je vous remercie vraiment de me le dire. Sams « 
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nommer. » devant trois millions d’auditeurs qui n’en avaient | 
jamais entendu parler? Cela donne une idée de l’oeuvre des | 
apôtres ou des missionnaires, quand ils préchent la parole | 
de Dieu. Du reste, cette rigueur de la censure est comique, | 
quand on pense à ce qui se passe aux Indes avec Gandhi. 
Bonne année cher ami. Quel dommage de ne pouvoir faire 


un saut jusqu’à Hyères! Mille choses tendres à Sainte Claire | 
Wharton. Dites-lui que je songe souvent à sa colline comme || 
au Paradise Lost. Mes hommages à Madame Berenson. Croyez-| 


\ 


moi cher ami votre affectueusement attaché 


Louis ¿GILLET 


Ste Claire-le-Cháteau Hyères AÑ 


January 1, 1932 


My dear Gillet, thanks for your letter which Mlle. Mar- | 
iano read out aloud at the tea table so that we all enjoyed | 
and admired it. But how can you say there is nothing Italian |! 
in French paintings save Delacroix! Or have I misunderstood | 
you? Surely I must have. Nor will I remind you of the Ita- | 
lian deposit in Fouquet, or earlier in the Limbourgs? What |! 


Cis-Alpine artist is more Italian than Poussin? And can you | 


| 
| 
il 
| 
| 


conceive Lesueur, or even Claude with no Italy behind them? | 

On the other hand Frenchiness of French art at all 
times is as undeniable as the Italianity of Italian art. Only — 
painting does not before the 18th century seem to have been 
its completest manifestation as it doubtless was in the Tre’ ! 
Quattro-and Cinque Cento Italy. 

For me, French painting is truly of universal authority, 
and dominion from David to Cézanne. And to such a degree 
that subject matter, costume, types and other topicalities 
apart, there is in that period no painting of mark anywhere 
in Europe that is not French. Nor do I forget the pre-raphael- 
ites in England. I do not rank them as painters. Of course 
England had its Turner and its Constable in that period, 
neither of them French. They stand apart, I grant you, but 
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Vondifed n a stream so aL that a 
ly you might, in an ideal sense, comprise him in its waters. 
Besides, what I have to say refers to figure more than Fa 
landscape painting, although even the latter is overwhelm- — 
gly French from about 1870 to 1930 and beyond. 
More good wishes for 1932. 


Every affectionately A 
B. B. 
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NIGHT THOUGHTS 


1 


Night Thoughts. Night Music. Now out of buried laby- | 
rinths and caves of the town-dweller’s anxious dream, we move | 
away till we emerge into the open air of a secluded country- 
side, where we shall find again the calm night world of Nat- | 


mi 


ure. 


2 


Nature, the Earth, Unconsciousness and Death. We are 
drawn back and down towards them in the Night. 


3 


Nocturnal Music. Meditations in dark gardens. Gradually | 
forming thoughts pursued in gardens by such solitary strollers” 
as may now find themselves outdoors, taking a turn or two | 
before retiring; taking a breath or two of fresher air. . 


Walling there without a predetermined object; in the 
starlight; at a slow pace, uncertainly. Standing still from. 


A O Dl ZRET 
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e to time as though to listen, yet not attending to any 
clearly determined sound. 

5 

À 5 

The Night Music drifts away into remote serenity, leaving 


the hearer standing still to listen to the stillness of the garden, 
waiting to hear what may be born out of the stillness. 


6 


He stands still and seems to listen to some unknown. 
distant thing; something that may be reaching him from ... 
from where? What echo from beyond what last horizon? 


7 


= There is nothing to be heard. The garden is quite still. 
There is only silence in the darkness. 


8 


Yet there is seldom experienced anywhere on the inhab- 
ited earth, for more than a moment or two at a time, such a 
thing as silence. For Silence is something we imagine only, 
an idea that we have of what a complete absence of sound 
would be like. Real Silence is the message spoken to us that 
we fear most of all to hear. What is usually called silence 
is most often no more really than a confused medley of di- 
minutive sounds to which it would be too tiring to pay con- 


scious attention. 


9 


Everywhere about us, day and night, goes on the eddying 
stream of murmur: little drifting sighs and rumblings, whis- 
pers, coughing, whisiles, moans. Goes on rising from the 
earth, the home of life, birthplace of restlessness, where all 
the rhythms meet, and cross, and intertwine uninterruptedly. 
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10. 


Night music of mysterious hazard. Dream-fugues; varia- + 
tions on fortuitous themes; intricate tracery unwinding like | 
designs drawn in a trance across the taut sky of the universal | 
y | 


Ear. 


11 


Decrepid gust-blown tinkling of a crumbling pagodas | 
bells. 


12 


| 14 
; at 
E Velvet-padded hammering of the life-blood's changing | 
pulse. "a 
k 15 


The pulse of changing life is the deep underlying con- | 
stant. And the Unchanging also is a pulse, flowing chrougia) i 
all that lives; a single pulse. 


: 16 . 
The changes and the pauses and occasional recurren dla 
of abrupt irregularity make sound-patterns we overhear but 
never really hear. Our hearing intercepts no more than one 
bar at a time. These patterns are upon a scale not measurable 
in hours. Attention wanders; thinking intervenes. | 


17 


The boundaries of the senses are not often clearly realised. 
The Infra and the Ultra are fields easily forgotten. Out of 
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hearing stays unthought-of; out of sight is out of mind. And 
yet, how haunted we all are. 

È 

18 


The night-walker, on a terrace in the garden, unaccomp- 
“anied, hardly aware of it, half hopes to overhear — that 
haunting. Something that hovers, hovers maybe only just 
beyond the rim. A thing no-one has thought of yet, that he 
has never heard. 


19 


| The weir, the misty, distant falling waters of the weir 
among the meadows make a whispering that swells and faints 
but never quite subsides. 


- 20 

The City blazing with electricity just over the horizon 
flings its glare-reflection like a continual exclamation of aston- 
ishment into the sky, emitting intermittently a high-pitched 
filtered rumour of its roar. 


21 


The whisper drifts, the faint roar flutters in the upper 
air. Both rise and fall. And presently a sudden fine and 
quite unearthly whistling sound comes sliding down from 
‘emptiness, lasting no longer than it takes a shot stars dust 
to drift and disappear. 


22 


And then a brisk salt wind blows from the other side of 
the black sleeping downs, and for a while the sea in its per- 
petual passion of frustration at the shore is to be heard voci- 


Jerating. 
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23 


A salt breeze seems at least to bring some echo of that! 


sound. 


24 |) 
The sound of the sea’s ebb and everlasting obstinate re. 
surgence, from afar. | 


25 


On a terrace in the garden, the solitary stroller has at} 
last come to a standstill. He leans over a parapet and gazes 
out ahead into the starlit tranquil dark. He thinks of nothing.. 
He lifts his head and gazes and is blind. His heart beating} 
strikes midnight. He breathes in the night’s ancientness and) 
freshness, slowly absorbing strength and courage for a coming; 
time when he will have to be reborn. | 


È 
{| 


26 | 

He thinks: «I stand here staring into darkness and see» È 
nothing. Yet it is not nothing that stretches away there before? 
me for ever in whatever direction I turn my eyes. It is che» 
Universe. It is I myself that am nothing. Through my eyes,, 
Nothing gazes at Reality, that utterly unqualifiable Something. | 
And slowly the question rises out of nothing’s depths, Can I ! 
be real if I remain unseen? If I speak out of my own inmost: 
reality, shall I not be heard? Why should it be more extra-. 
ordinary that I who am nothing may be none the less per-: 
ceived, or that my speaking may be heard, than that nothing-: 
ness should wonder, gaze and listen? » 


27 


He speaks: «I stand here speaking of my nothingness; 
and yet I am a man. It is my heart that speaks, abasing itselj' 
in dread before that colossal inscrutability; overwhelmed by: 
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he total evidence that what is there must be. I cannot ever 


nderstand how I am able to address what faces me; and yet 
I know I must somehow respond. From out of that profound 
star-strewn abyss of night-blue vacancy comes the command: 
“Lift up your heart’... I raise my spellbound head and face 
to face with what I cannot name I worship and adore. I lift 


my heart up and it speaks my prayer. » 
h 


28. 


He asks: « O Being, be! O be what faces me, to whom 
y heart may speak. 
_ « Almightiness, O be the Face bent over me, O be aware 
and hear. 


4 « Acknowledge me, accept me, and may my response re- 
sponded to help me to know how we are thus akin. 

«O be the One, that I may be no more alone in knowing 
that I am. Let my lost loneliness be illusory. Allow to me 


a part in Being, that I may thus be part of One and All. » 


a 


29 


He reflects: «I am a man of a benighted century, fam- 
ished for light and praying out of darkness in the dark. I do 
not. really any longer know what praying means. To pray 
by rote, repeating time-deconsacrated words, seems vanity to 
me. I cannot bear to hear myself repeating words of prayer 
that might be mumbled and not meant. Men of this time seem 
not to know that there is meaning, nor to know what Being 
is. All of us talk and talk of all and everything, and shut 
curselves up in ourselves, and with the curtain of our words 
shut out the fact that we are blind and dumb. We are afraid 
of silence, and afraid to look each other in the eye. Talking, 
we do not speak to one another; and one who speaks of many 
others seldom fails to disparage them all indiscriminately. 
Many speeches are made to urge men on to secure peace 
through understanding; but I will speak no more of speaking: 
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Man has become above all the most indefatigable mimic of! 
all the ways of being man that have ever been thought striking. 
Men imitate, and I am imitating them. I say ‘Man’ and ’men, | 
and thus invest abstractions with my own deficiencies, and | 
think I somehow thus may be absolved of the whole failure 
to be truly man. I am a man. I cry out of my darkness. i | 


could not cry if I were in complete despair. » 


30 


In the gardens of the Night, breathed on by newly fresh: 
ened air, wrapped in the sheltering arms of shadows casi 
by slowly growing things, the consolation of profound seren». 


ity is to be found. Here, in forgetting by degrees the crude 
immediacies of day, talk’s trivialities, the well-worn props and 
tokens of habitual routine, it is possible to recall to mind and 


to draw near again to something vastly fundamental, self- 
effacingly withdrawn, that has been lying there and is there 
all the time. It is an ever-new discovery to find it still await- 


ing our return, unsmiling, taciturn, yet limitlessly tolerant and | 
all-comprehending, ready to take us back into obscurity, to 
share with us its poverty, to close and soothe our eyes. 


31 


Nature, the Earth, Unconsciousness and Death. We are 
drawn down and back towards them in the Night. But there 
is Vigil where the walker in the gardens stands and wonders | 


in the dark. 


32 


Now the man who spoke aloud out of his dark into the 
darkness: to no-one, to someone? the mystery is not mine to 
solve that each must face alone — the man who said: «I could 
not cry if I were in despair,» turns presently towards the 
lighted windows he had left behind him earlier, and slowly 
makes his way back through the sleeping garden’s scented | 
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plants and dangling leaves to where await him wife and home 


and books and bed. 


33 


He begins to realise, as he goes, something has changed 
in him. The open air, the space about him had first stirred 
Wi; heart, he lifted up his heart and it had opened, and the 
' wind that blows when it will and comes from nowhere that 
we know and passes on as unaccountably, had inspired it with 
| is own more vital, lighter, unrestricted and revivifying breath. 

| Silence had delivered its essential message to him, and he had 
dd Now he feels that he no longer has the need to 
reassure himself with words. 


34 


._ He goes back to the house, he returns to his wife and 
children. The children upstairs have long been asleep in the 
| night-nursery. His wife is sitting where he left her, under the 
i reading-lamp. She closes her book as he enters; looks up at 
| her husband and smiles slowly at him, sleepily. He kisses her. 


35 


They are together. The primary division of the human 
family at night is that which sets those who are alone apart 
from those who are together. And yet, all are alone, as the man 

realised in the garden earlier; and all those who are isolated 
in their solitude are really alone only because they fail actually 
to realise the presence of other beings like themselves in the 
world. 


36 


| Greetings to the solitary. Friends, fellow beings, you are 
‘not total strangers to us. We are closer to one another than 
we ever realise. Let us remember one another at night, even 
though we do not know each other’s names. 
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One could not say, in the old phrase, that Hansen beat. 


his wife « regularly every Saturday night. » He sometimes miss- | 


ed a Saturday night. 


There was nothing regular about it, it was indeed HT i 
behaviour. Though what is regular and what is exactly | 
irregular in this matter of husbands beating wives is difficult | 


to assess — there seems to be a kind of private agreement 


between the parties somewhere at the root of the matter, | 


something quite complementary in what darkly seems a 


reciprocal extension of the passions. 


Hansen and his wife loved each other tenderly and loyally, | 
anyone could see that — but this did not alter the fact that | 
once in a while, and not infrequently, passers-by heard the | 
sound of screams from the love-nest, screams and the regular | 
beat — at least he was regular in this — of Hansen’s belt 


from behind their close-shut green shutters, sounds muffled 


into a sharp miniature of the wild night outside, of the wide- 
swept mew of gulls and the thundering beat of the North Sea | 


rollers on the winter sands. 


They lived on the little Island of Fan off the west coast | 


of Jutland. There on winter nights the grey sea unrolled itself | 


endlessly onto grey drenched sands, the wind scudded pale 


rags of water off into the darkness, the ears thudded with à 
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hat black bending wind and the beach grasses wailed inland 
like the hair of a thousand kneeling keeners. Yet just inland, 
round the shelter of the dunes, there lies a small village, built 
once by Dutch pirates, whose warm moss-covered roofs give 
good shelter to the families of local fisher people. The moss 
roofs are bright plush-green, the shutters and boarding pain- 
ted a hard shamrock — the two greens make the houses 
greener than could be true against other greens of grasses and 
the few dark evergreens and the oil-green sea. In these green 
houses, then, lives a hard breed of blue-clothed sailors, of 
whom a few years ago big Hansen was one. Round the moon- 
scape rise of the dunes, bald as desert-dunes and where on 
moony nights you might dream of a reefered skipper sight- 
ing his glass from camel-back, lay Hansen’s wet wasteland of 
sea and fish, cold fields for his boat's bow: but on the lee 
lay home, good shutters and a warm stove, gleaming pans and 
a godsent fuzz of wools and pipesmoke, clean tiles and a warm 
bosom to comfort a man from all the wide wet winter outside. 
You would have thought such a sheltered place woolwarm 
with love would be proof against the belt; but there was the 
bottle too, and as usual in the bottle there dwelt another life: 
you might say that just as the snug cottage contained an artif- 
icial life within the wider life of God and wind outside, so a 
further life lived snug in the bottle that was in the cottage 


that was on the island that was in the sea in the world — the 


whole business like a Chinese ivory pocketing smaller and 
smaller until there was found the kernel of anger that was 
in the bottle that was in the cottage. Call it anger: perhaps it 
would better be called by a less restricted word, by something 
to signify more a dynamic of nature, so that what really lay 
in the kernel of the bottle was simply part of the scheme of 
the whole wide world outside — which would make the affair 


‘of belt and bottle no intrincate ivory after all but part of a 


round well-known circle. 
Hansen was what is known as a « big » Dane. This does not 


> 


mean that he was some kind of awkward northern giant, with 
lead-boot feet and the big-grained oblong face, huge and sense- 
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less, of a true giant. It means that, in reasonable proportion, |} 
he was something like one and a quarter-times as big as a 
normal big man: his wrists were that much thicker, his great 
calves that much rounder, his eyeballs and his ears and his | 
teeth and even the distance between each blonde bristle on | 
his chin just so much enlarged. But he was not bowed by his | 
size. He stood straight and simply big, standing as Danes do | 
with feet apart and hands in pockets, as if they still wore clogs. 
He was just very big — and this gave him a sense, inexorably, | 
of being there. He was a merry sort of man, he laughed often, 
he loved his wife — one could see the pride with which, say, 
he introduced her to someone, watching her then with eyes 


that seemed to see her for the first time, speaking her First 
name as a discovery, a beautiful thing revealed; or the way 
in which he reached for and held her hand, like a huge boy. 
as they walked the summer turf at evening, strolling still like 
the youngest lovers, perhaps searching for the drift amber that. | 
the storms deliver on that grey and desolate shore. Yet he | 
never besought her with a lover’s long appeal — instead he 
was much the man, he embraced her with his broad arm like 
a small treasure to be protected. Yet from time to time that 
same broad arm would fling back and beat the lights out | 
of her. 


Mrs. Hansen, Helga, was fair-cheeked and thick-lipped and | 
rounded, the white skin at the nape of her neck might have | 
spilled cream if you had pricked it. It was still fat with baby- 
creases. She was soft as a seal; there was something seal-like ! 
in the fat lids of her eyes, and their pale lashes gave a whisker- | 
ed look. Her eyes held a blueness of water, they stared the 
more open for those blonde lashes, and one could not be sure ! 
that by an invisible hairsbreath they were not crossed, a | 
butterfly inclination delightful as all things half-perceived. She | 
had the big low buttocks of a northerner, and shaped ankles | 
strong with a peasant thickness, and on her face still soft as a « 


girl’s lay the capable set expression of a woman who knows her 
house and her kitchen, a wisdom that remained — how, with 


a hardness of eye, a surety? — with the wide white teeth of 


120 


Kur 


MEASURES OF SECURITY 


laughter. Just as Fe mountains of Austria are peopled by little 
men with huge noses and close-set eyes exactly like the dwarfs 
in story-books, so this Mrs. Hansen, all curves and butter and 
cream and smiles and arms akimbo, with her deep dimples 
and plump northern eyelids, was the image of all those rose- 
cheeked matrons, women yet girls, who stand apple-aproned 
at a cottage door smelling of fresh-baked bread. She laughed in 
an ovenbred sunlight of her own — yet her tongue could snap 
suddenly sharp as a clothes-peg: but it was a good bad temper, 
no grudges held, a burst of woman, no more. 


These were the contented blue eyes so often ringed with 
a clown’s black bruise. 


Yet still she laughed, she went about her business ordinari- 
ly, and she wore the big black rings as other people wear 
spectacles, the face inside forgetting. There is in some people’s 
memory still the Sunday morning scene in the drink-shops of 
rougher cities — in the glass-glittered brown air the men, still 
muddled from their pay-packet night-before, laughing and 
joking with their bruised women, remembering little, thank- 
ful for the port-smiles less of forgiveness — for what quite had 
to be forgiven, what had happened? — but of resumption. 
« Get on with it » is the poor man’s nerve-cure. 


Rough and bad; and there is nobody to remember the 
others, those who could not get to the bruised singing pub, 
those with the done-in bellies and the lost eyes spending the 
jolly morning in hospital or in black pain on their broken, 
terrible beds. But they are the exceptions —- they might even 
be called « excesses. » Below them runs the already excessive 
norm. However — of all this, worse than all the brutal forces 
and the pain, the most outrageous factor is a vein of complieity 
at the matter’s root. To disturb the brawling of husband and 
wife is well known to invite a beating from both of them — 
the distressed princess is the first to turn and savage her 
dragon’s high-hearted assailant. The issue is private and 
dangerous. It is as dangerous as any other brawl: who, seeing 
the terrible prostitutes removing their hat-pins, placing their 
great hats so very carefully down on the kerb, squaring up 
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in appalling silence, eyes fixed on eyes, necks arching like the: 
embattled scruffs of cats — who would wisely step in between? ||} 
Just so, when the belt thrashed its sound out into the Fan night. 
from Hansen’s cottage, the people passed by quickly, some} 
laughing openly to cover their conscience with a crude bravade N 
— «life is like that», others lowering their voices and |; 
quickening their step to escape their own impotence. Some, 13 
the older ones who were both wiser and whose age exonerated |, 
them from action, shook their heads and denounced it from 
their hearts as a bad business: «One day he’ll beat her te | 


death, » they said. 


In this they were right. Exactly — but not exactly as they N 
intended. 3 
It was sometimes Hansen’s habit to take his wife aboard | 


the boat on shorter voyages. It was an unusual habit for a, 


skipper. Sailors seldom like a woman aboard, for many | 
obvious reasons felt strongly enough for the objection to have i 
become a superstition — and it is the measure of Hansen’s | 
real affection for his wife that he acted în the face of such | | 
common tradition. But he wanted her with him, and she 
liked to be there to see to his comfort. Once at sea there was | 
never violence between them: for one thing there was not | 
the drink, for another there was a sailor’s feeling for his 
surround. The two or three days aboard the small white fish- 
ing-smack were spent in peace. Whatever dreadful scenes oc- | 
curred within the walls of their moss-roofed cottage with all its 
peaceful greens, however brutal the big man might have looked 
to his wide-eyed blonde woman screaming against the thrash- | 
ing, still perhaps shouting the words over and over which had | 
brought the temper to his drink-reeling mind — however it 
was on the peaceful land, on the troubled sea there was peace. ! 


It was on one such occasion with Helga aboard that 
Hansen ran into the worst storm of his life on the North Sea.» 
When they had set out the previous day all indications 
suggested fair weather. But it was contrary weather, and dur- | 
ing the night a wind had got up, set the black waves chopping — 
— and by daylight high grey waters were pitching and roll- 
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ing the ships: in a bleak dismal dawn’s anger: the sky lowered 
purple and heavy, and a bad light, too bright, shone low on 
the horizon, a white fluorescence that set everything in too 
sharp a glow under the heavy sky. It was the low bright doom- = 
light of certain religious engravings, with a thundering black 4 
god looming the clouds above. 

The little ship with its thin funnel aft was built for bad 
Weather: one has come across such craft suddenly, far out to 
sea, astonishing black matchsticks appearing and disappearing 
among waves of impossible size, climbing the green heights 
of water like midges, their white paint black in the wet storm, 
so that survival seems impossible and life aboard unliveable. 
Life aboard is liveable, and the ships do for the most part 
survive: watch a well-found paper boat on the giant ripples 
of a pond. But when hard wood and iron and mast-high tons 
of cold green water are at issue, when the wind cracks like 


a flag and the air hails a stinging white whipped spray, when 
the sky rocks and heaves and.sound roars everywhere — it is 
difficult indeed to believe in survival. And on that day, used 
as he was to bad weather, Skipper Hansen did not at all like ae 
the look of things, did not like to think of his wife aboard — 
and turned back to port. Throughout that day the boat climb- 
ed shuddering up and down the watery hills towards home. 


As the day wore on, the cabin below began to break up: À 
small objects detached themselves, mugs and bottles and tins 
and books and binoculars flew and rolled and crashed, a coat 
blew like an empty ghost from wall to wall and once a whole 
cupboard opened, its lock burst, and everything packed inside | 
spilled out wide and endless over the boards, spilled endlessly «q 
as though more and more was being flung by a stoking hand 
from inexhaustible depths inside. Up above the sea thudded its 
sloping tides across the deck: and by his wheel Hansen's face 
was dead white. But this was no white fear: it was the dried 
salt spray coating him like a mask of flour, beneath he was 
red and vigorous and stamping his huge size against the ele- 
ments. With his eyes dark in the caked white, Hansen wore the 
clown’s mask for a change: but down below Helga was still 
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taking a beating, the cabin's, not his — she stayed do nn 
there buffetted and bruised, unable to help or do anything but; 


stay quiet and not add a woman’s burden to the storm’s. 


All day long, a long grey day, the little ship plugge 1 
homewards. Hansen caught himself by a line to the wheel: th a 
other two crew, an old Icelander and a Fan boy, hoisted then | 
selves up to take a turn, but he was impatient, he stayed there es 
pretty well the whole day. He was the better seaman, and it 
was his boat, and he kept fighting the waves, immense buli- 
waves massing one after another all day, each one to be beateni 
by a turn of the wheel with always another to take its placé: 
and the one after perhaps the worst yet, for once he had) 
ridden a wave he did not know what size the next would be 
down in a pit of green it was impossible to see what was; 
coming: but he held on, feeling himself pulled back as far asd 
he came, hearing the screw roar out of the water as the bom 
dipped, feeling it go deep in the next moment, urging at his 
course from which he might now be pulled away anywhere. | 
Cursing the sea; and the wind, never lessened; and the sky! 
which blackened as the afternoon drew on: the wind that he: 
cursed tore at the tops of each mountain wave, so that the: 
wall of water looked like the ton-streaming mass of a dam} 
caught solid in its fall with a seething scud of blown white | 
corn tearing along the crest; smoke from the funnel’s top 21) 
a black rag or two whipped away like blown litter along ; 
streets of rushing air. il 


Then that pale fluorescence which passed for a sun | 
dim, night fell, and the wind heaved up to gale-strength: the» 
ship plunged and towered in a night of tearing blackness. But } 
down in the cabin it had been dark all day, the woman Helga |, 
had strapped herself to the bunk-rail and now she heard the 
awful increase of the wind and held down tight on her panic. , 
Noise roared round even faster, higher, a whining roaring | 
power singing up like a dynamo compounding itself to burst — 
and regular, regular came the smashing blows of giant waves 
on wood that groaned all around. 


Pressing deep in the bunk to keep steady, she struggle 
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ind in the dark to untie the knots she had tied, for now 
ey were too dangerous — if the great black race of water 
ame bursting down the hatch she was lashed to drown there 
— so she undid the knots and fingered wildly in the dark 
or a loop to make some kind of slip-knot. Suddenly — or 
rather at some lonely sharp second lost in a year of long 
minutes somewhere in that endless dark day — a greater blow 
than before thundered against the ship and her whole body 
was flung from the bunk onto the boards, her shoulder hit 
heavy against the stanchioned table and she lay bruised and 
bleeding in the dark, rolled to and fro on the floor to hit hard 
wood bunk and table again and again as the waves always 
increased their pounding, pounding force. 


« Karl! » she groaned her husband’s name, « Karl! » from 
he wooden pit down in the dark. In this new wet bruised 
blackness rising with noise she lost all grip on her fear, the 
error mounted, she was alone and afraid, afraid. 

No one heard her cries. She was stifled. The little cabin 
might have been a heavy dark bed upturned on her down in 
a basement, all life and help only a few feet above, a ceiling 
rr a deck away, only that: but how far... Muffled in what 
he knew was finally a sound ship, she rolled the floor terri- 
ied as she had never been on those evenings when her husband 
1ad faced her, huge and red with bad blood, in what was an 
unsound home. But to the soft human shell the wind and wild 
eas were elementally huge, dreadfully insecure, in every ess- 
nce different from her elementally huge, violent, unpredict- 
ble husband — for at some deep animal level that curious 
onnivance with her husband’s rage had much to do with 
ecurity itself, to be beaten by man could be a giving up of 
ll, responsibility shifted away at every blow, all lightened, 
lelivered like a child by pain, brutal and pathetic but ultim- 
tely pure. But this darkness down below... 

_ Up above Hansen clung to the wheel with the flying dark- 
ess all around. The lights they had managed only exaggerated 
he insanity of the seas seen suddenly dipping, rising, shafts 
f water at vertiginous angles angrier for an illuminated roar 


125 


WILLIAM SANSOM 


of surf. Dark — but now again, like an awful memory of the | 
livid light of that day, there flashed sudden sharpenings of 
great light in the surging black, lightning had begun to play 
from somewhere in the distance, thunderless and eerie, and by , 
these soft flashes, lilac and abrupt, the whole of the sea was | 
horribly revealed in a sudden second, shown bigger than it | 
was, an endless desolate turbulence. 


Yet at one moment, not the worst, at one moment in all 
the hours, the first shore-light suddenly appeared — immut- 
ably welcoming, wonderfully secure, almost absurd in its | 
predictability; it had been there waiting, landed all the time! 
And then a little later, during one of these flashes, Hansen’: | 
heart suddenly jumped high and a greater warmth of thank: 
fulness took him. Over the waves there was brilliantly revealed — 


a long white house, desolate and black-windowed as a 
rainswept barracks, one of the summer hotels rising above the, 
Fan sands. The sight of it was home, they had made it, they 
only needed now to coast round to the lee shelter, half-an- | 
hour, three-quarters at the worst. Hansen’s voice roared a | 
cheer out into the night — but the deep bass was as lost as a | 
light seed in that wind, just as his wife’s cry for help was 
drowned by the tides sweeping and crashing about the deck | 
above her. | 
Then abruptly he cut the cheer short, caught at himself, | 
spun the wheel sharply. Lightning, false visibility — the hotel 
was far too near. He cursed, hoped, held himself as the ship 
turned away, turning and still trying to ride the waves — but 
the changed course floundered, a great wave heeled them, all 
control went. In the next second they struck. He got the distress 
signals up immediately. The boat was stuck now at an angle | 
deep in the sand, shipping water, — and the shuddering and 
creaking of the timbers was abruptly different, the resilience | 
gone, now agony in it, every wave hitting hard and the wind 
beating more wildly against what was now fixed, masts and 
stays not going before but stuck fast. The whole craft groaned | 
to split, every rivet and plank straining to hold the job it 
had been put to, weakening at each unnatural second. Hansen's | 
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second man, the old Iceland fellow, got to the wheel, and 
Hansen started down to see to his wife. 


On the beach they had been seen quickly. Generations of 
the womenfolk had watched from the long wet sands or from 
ithe little heathery eminences of the island for their sailors 
to come home: many hundreds had never returned — there 
is on the island a memorial with a watching woman in stone, 
and small bright posies of flowers, to remind one of the 
stormswept hours of cold anxiety. There is also the horse- 
drawn lifeboat. No stranger sight could equip these sands that 
already witness, at other seasons, so much that seems unreal. 
The twenty kilometre sandstretch serves as a motor-road, 
regular buses run along it between bathers and huts that bear 
singular names, from Vester Vov-vov to Funny Face. But those 
are for summer days, days of peace a world removed from the 
lightning blackness of this autumn night when over the same 
sands rain-wet and desolate there comes riding the wild-maned 
‘team of eight giant horses lumbering that great whale of a 
lifeboat trestled behind. Legendary in the sudden mauve light 
— these immense dark brown Jutlanders with blonde stream- 
ing hair, their huge rounded haunches and great-mopped 
hooves stamping power, nostrils wide-cupped to the terror of 
storm and the sudden fury of this wild-whipped expedition, 
affronted as plunging horses always look — horses, but because 
of their blonde hair over dark faces they seem strangely 
human, sunburned centaurs streaming pale nordic locks mad- 
careering a more ancient storm, figures lit gigantically by 
lightning flash to throw a great-rigged shadow sudden on the 
wide flat sands, the shadow of a rearing lashed quadriga pull- 
ing the long dark sacred ark behind. Into the shallows the 
horses go, thrashing up their own surf, whinnying high in the 
higher wind — to launch what then proceeds tossing grimly 
on its voyage, dwarfed by the night, a small boat bobbing into 


great waves, determined and intent. 
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Hansen had his Helga up on deck by the time the lifeboat | 
tossed alongside. The ship was worse angled, it was a jumping | 
matter, no lines nor buoys nor nets. The wet cold sting of | 
the wind had cleared away her stifled panic of that cabin 


below, she was revived, not badly hurt — but now she clung | 
to him while he yelled to her to jump, and as his voice rose | 


so her arms tightened on his muscles pushing her to the side. . 
The men were clambering off, they dropped into the lower 


boat, one lay there unable to move, the boy, something broken. i 


«For God’s sake — jump! » Hansen yelled. 
But still she clung and the ship gave another lurch. 


«Jump! Let go! Jump, damn you! » but seeing then the 


look in her eyes praying up to him he saw that this was not, 
fright stopping her but instead the beautiful impossible refusaì 
to leave him and he knew she would not change this as time 


and the waves were drawing close and so he raised for the last 


time his well-worn fist and smashed it into her face, so that | 
she collapsed like a doll, and like a doll he threw her into 


the brandishing arms below. 


It was his last act. With it he saved her. Then the great | 
wave came, he went slithering over with it and was not seen | 


again until many days later, when he was offered by the gentle 


end of a wave, the open grey bone-fingers of a wave, his body | 
like a piece of the wet drifted amber that is found on that 


long, flat, desolate shore. 
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THE WALK 


Walking along the Road of Bone È 


I and my sin must walk alone 

The lost winds blow contrariwise 

Dust and hunger in our eyes 

But still my sin walks on walks on 

Though from the trees the last red leaves are gone 
Under our feet we tread their vanquished heat 

Into the black where all the lights are dead. 

Sin walks alone no other sinners greet - 
To say ‘There one of us goes Burning By 

It is the track where the proud angel fled 

To follow down and down the empty sky 

Against the tugging tide of God's good will 

But still to hold in fever for an hour 

The flaming flower that must forever kill. 


SONG IN THE NIGHT a 


Sometimes my prison is too close 
Bring me living wheat in my bread 
Bring, in my water, wine and the leaves of the vine 
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The secret seed from under snows 
To warm the blanket on my bed, 
The ladder of a spider's thread 

Up which the stealthy dreamer goes. 
Lay hands of moonlight on my head 
So that this throbbing darkness glows 
Give me the window of a rose 
Sometimes my prison is too close. 


Sometimes the silence has no tread 

Call my name loud over heads which are bowed 
So that they wake and the cock crows 

So that my singing blood echoes 

Along the passages of dread 

So that I know that I am not dead 

So that I feel that the wind blows 

Sometimes my prison is too close. 


THE STRANDED 


Once, on the beach 

A wounded seal was stranded by the tide, 

Lashing the sands, rolling her head from side to side 
While the waves lapped, slipped, stole back out of reach. 
She was old, a grizzled silver and her eyes were glazed 
Lips foaming as she struggled with a passion 

I could not understand. 

She reared up snarling when I reached my hand 

In stupid admiration and compassion 

Each of us blundering amazed 
Before the agony of God’s creation. | 
She was alone and heavy, all her power mistaken 
Clumsy on the shore, streaked with spittle and sand 
By her own element forsaken 
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nd neither of us could understand. 
| remember the crimson light lowering into brown 

As the sea drew back and seagulls cried in the wind 

And dark fell down. 

Our tides had left us both behind. 

Y. es. No longer can we play and plunge in our great wroth 
Our pride and laughter of subdueing . 

Diving down the shadow for prey and life renewing 

Lifted upon shoulders that are winged with froth 

Hair flying to the harp tunes 

The clench of the arms of the lover falls from us 

And my body that shone with fires of phosphorus 

Withers in the dry trickle of the dunes 

By the wounded seal. 

I hear the tides retreat far out into their deep 

I feel the light steal 

Red from my heart into its cold sleep 

“And am buried with the dead seal in the sand 

Are there stars and can we understand? 
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CANZON: IN YOUR DESPITE 


Those things I have that 
you with pity told me 
You could not give 4 
having already given. 
Your love is mine whoever else may have it 


Since my love folds you as sleep holds your dreams. 


So all your loving’s done within my love and 
No part of you can reach beyond my womb 
Where I bear you as fruit contains its stone. 


Now you shall hear those 
things that I have stolen 

By my love’s right: 

because my body holds 
Sweetness like wine for only your enjoying 
And as my breasts lean only to your hands 
There is no pleasure that your hand or eye or 
Body muy take or give that is not mine 

For my desire holds yours as fruit its stone. 
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When some strange woman's 

à dress reveals her body 
To your desire, 
| and when her nakedness 

nie your hands, then she my deputy shall 
Take for you my remembered shape and ways; 
In my place receive your consummation’s homage 
And our sad tenderness. So when you sleep 

My arms shall fold you as fruit holds its stone. 


As I have held you 
a gently not desiring, 
i | Cradled your sleep 
as though you were my son; 

al Dn my part in all the years your mother 
Had of your life. You, child, bring to my arms 
Nightmares and shames for comfort, knowing surely 

No part of you can reach beyond my love 

That holds you safe as fruit enfolds its stone. 


Those years you gave to 
a her whon once I envied 
But now possess 
fi her part in spite of you: 
Young mind’s rough power, young hearts rough loving, 
Young arrogance; the sharp taste of your youth. 
That my mouth knows though I so lately knew you. 
I have explored your every year and hold 

Your time and ways as fruit contains its stone. 


By right of the grief that 
loving you has led to 

"So that no move 

or moments free from pain 

For lack of you; because you have consented 
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That I should bear such grievous love for you; 

I may not console, but all your grief and anger, 

Your failures, fears and every loss I hold 
Within my pain as fruit its heavy stone. 


Your very soul you 


may not call your own, for 
Whom I would give, 
into whose hands I gave 


Mine. If Gods grace should light on you at last, you 


Bear Him my love, you make my way to Him. 

Neither by final death shall you escape me 

For when you die my love shall be your grave 
And bear your bitter loss as fruit its stone. 


Envor: 


Go Song, my son, to him who did beget you 
Reckless in pleasure what prison pleasure built. 


Faced with these features forged so close to fit him, 


He must own you his, so own himself my own. 
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i Tell me, my love, we who have left love’s land 


For our sake never to return, and we who stand 


In the forest now, under the trees, seeing the ways 


n 


Dying out like lights to the avenues of our days 


. With all their sensed fears and hopes, and wondering 


Which shall be ours, which two now, since we wander 
Alone now, — tell me, how the shy birds came, 

. And flew to the sun, and scorched their wings, then, maimed, 
Down fell with the first wounds aching. 


Shall we say 
They will not rise again? Or shall we say 
They stir among the leaves, seek new flights, and are not dead? — 


Let us say, since the wine that had to be said 
Is now the dregs of two distant fire-brands, 
Since the vine still climbs, naked carver in the sands 


- Of doom, let us say, the young shoots pushed from bad 


Soil and, fearing ice, or the subtle stun of mad 
Growths, bent to one from a vile wind; let us say, 
Remembering only the bare branch, there was a day 
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When the heater sun fused their tendrills, and they blazed — 
Like flowers for one brief moth of time; but the crazy 
Pulse within the fire-ball, rhythm of endless 

Whirring, drained the youthful sap: hard to live in the clash 
Of flames, leap up the sun-tower, while the stones 

Of a jarring world press down, and even our bones, 

Melting, shrink the dizzy climax; we must say, 

Too, how the wind came up, with a puff of clay 

Between the saplings, and they fell apart like poles. 


More we cannot say, since we are pledged to the roles 
We played: and there's the bulb of grief my dear 

Lost love... For you! the passing of a wind that raged; 
For me! a sun-stroke in the flesh, and wounds to wear. 
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NARAYAN 


Narayan was a prince who could do exactly as he liked. 
He could eat when he was hungry. He could sleep when he 
was tired. He had only to clap his hands and a thousand people 
became silent, attentive, and afraid. But the thing he liked 
above all others was hunting, so he did that and nothing else, 
for as luck would have it his lands were nearly all jungle, 
his people were nearly all starving, and there was nothing 
else he could do. 

He hunted happily by day and by night, sometimes on 
an (FA that carried a huge tower on its back: a kind of 
summer-house that was painted and hung with curtains, and 
fitted with a little carved and cushioned throne. 

It was the biggest elephant in the world and it was follow- 
ed by a hundred other elephants. 

The curtains of the summer-house were lowered against 
the sun, wild animals were driven by swarms of beaters to 
approach the prince’s elephant from the shady side, and 
Narayan, sitting among his cushions, was able to shoot them 
comfortably and in the cool. 

When he hunted on horseback he was surrounded by a 
cavalcade of gentlemen carrying enormous golden umbrellas, 
and lances and drums and musical instruments; and if his 
horse was white those of all the gentlemen had to be black; 
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if the legs of his horse were painted vermilion or blue, as 
they often were, those of all the other horses had to be painted 
Br as well, but in different colours. 

But it was when he hunted on foot that he made his most 
splendid appearance, for then he was accompanied by an army 
be of attendants carrying weapons of every sort, leading hunting 
1 dogs and cheetas, and blowing as loudly as they could on horns. 


The beaters then were as numerous as locusts, the hunts- 
men as sharp-eyed and relentless as eagles, and all were special- 
ly trained in the art of bewildering and frightening the mos? 
fierce animals. Tigers, deer, and wild pig were driven one by 
one to stand reluctantly or defiently before Narayan in the 
very midst of his host. A thousand pennants fluttered, 2 


a 


thousand steel points flashed and were lowered as the prince | 
took aim; and beside him a bodyguard of expert bowmen stood 
with the feathers of their arrows touching their cheeks, ready 
a to overwhelm the game should their master unluckily miss, | 
These extraordinary precautions were necessary because 

e Narayan was brave, handsome, reckless, and a prince; and. 
also because he was proud, cruel, and severe with his servants. | 

No one had forgotten the day when he had taken it into his 

head to hunt alone, for having set off boastfully in the morn- 
ing he had returned long after dark, silent, empty-handed 
and unusually short-tempered, and that day’s bad luck had. 
a cost one man an ear, another his tongue, and various others 
| 


Br a hand or an eye. i 


Since then every effort was always made to encourage 
the prince’s natural indolence, and his hunt was followed 
by carpet-bearers and tent-bearers, by cushion-carriers and by 
à virgins more obedient than the cushions; and in case Narayan. 
È; should feel hot or hungry, by cooks and boys with fans. 
i Everything, therefore, went pleasantly enough till the 
E drought came. 

It was called The Great Drought, for it dried up the rivers 
and streams, shrivelled the crops, and caused such havoc that 
even Narayan noticed it. 

The wild beasts came out of their hiding places looking 
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for water, and so forgot their caution and fear of one another 
i that tigers, deer, pigs, peacocks, and all the creatures of the 
_ jungle could be seen crowded around the few water holes that 
still held a little water; and when even that was gone their 
| thirst became so terrible that they made no effort to avoid 
the beaters and scarcely troubled to run before the prince’s 
hounds. In short, they were no sport at all, and Narayan, who 
had never been thirsty, was puzzled. 
| He thought about it for a long time, continually asking 
himself: « Why? » till at last this question became so irritating 
that he sent for his chief huntsman and ordered him to explain 
_why the animals had become so dull. 

« They have no water,» said the old hunter. « It is the 
| drought. » 
| «I see,» said Narayan scratching his head; then thinking 
that if the animals died of thirst he would die of boredom, 
he asked: 

«What are we to do? » 

«Give them water,» suggested the wise huntsman, and 
| when the prince said that was impossible if it did not rain 
| the old man reminded him that the palace fountains played 
all day long, and that the great tanks that fed them were 
always full. 

Narayan considered this for a while, then clapped his 
hands, gave his orders, and by nightfall so many buckets of 
water had been poured into a few chosen drinking places that 
the cracked earth had become quite muddy. 


The next day all the fountains were turned off, a hundred 
| water-holes were supplied, and in one place a small stream 
even had a little trickle of water running along its bottom. 
 Hundreds of servants carrying buckets marched in endless 
| processions from the prince’s tanks to different parts of the 
| jungle, and behind them the animals jostled for places, not 
‚in the least disturbed, it seemed, by the novelty of being 
“served. 

Within a few days it became quite usual to see a tiger 

trotting thirstily behind a scared water-carrier, following him 
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to the spot where he would empty his bucket; and the prince, 
of course, was delighted. | 

He said the animals looked better every day. 

But he was not so pleased when he learned that instead | 
of waiting quietly in the jungle for their drink to be brought | 
to them they were gathering near the palace, loafing about | 
the walls and the gates, upsetting the water-carriers as they d 
came out, and drinking their fill on the spot. 7 

This lawlessness was started by a great gaunt black leopard | 
who had been without water for so long that he was in no i 
mood to wait, and who, when he came across a man carrying | 
a bucket out of which large drops were splashing, stopped i 
him and said: $ 


« If you do not put that tub on the ground and let me li 
drink I shall tear you to pieces. » È 
The water-carrier obeyed. He dropped the bucket and 
ran away. 
But the water soaked too quickly into the parched ground, . 
the thirsty leopard did not get much, and he continued sullen- ] 
ly on his way. | 
Presently he met another man carrying another bucket, — 


and to him he said: | 


« Put down that tub or I shall tear the eyes out of your | 
head. » | 
This water-carrier was less of a coward than the first, | 
but he believed the leopard, so he too flung his bucket on 
the ground and fled. | 

The great gaunt leopard moistened his black lips on the | 
damp earth. Then he went on his way. | 

To the next man he said: 

«Put down your tub or I shall tear the living heart out 
of your body,» and the man, who was both credulous and 
nervous, did exactly as the other two had done, only more 
quickly. 

Luckily the next time the leopard saw a bucket of water 
it was standing on the ground just outside the palace gate, 
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and it was quite full because the man who had been carrying 
it had seen the leopard first: 

So the great panther drank his fill, stretched his lean 
body, and went to sleep. 

À jackal which had been following and watching and 
listening, rattled the empty bucket with his nose and tongue, 

looked admiringly at the sleeping panther, then scuttled off 

| to tell the other animals, and each one he told agreed that it 
was foolish to wait long or go far for water when it could 
be got so easily at the source. 

«We shall do as the panther has done, » they said, and 
within a few days the ground beneath the palace walls swarm- 
ed, while in the jungle not a bird or a beast or a reptile 
_remained. 

The tigers and the leopards occasionally killed a deer or 
a peacock, «But,» said the deer and the peacocks, « they 
do that in the jungle too, and the water is here. » 
: So for some days they all crowded philosophically 
together, becoming so used to the water-carriers that they were 
almost friendly. 

The prince, however, who had been counting his bows 
and spears and whistling to himself, now discovered that his 
servants were fraternising with the game, and he was angry. 

« What is the meaning of this? » he shouted at his chief 
huntsman. « Drive these brutes back to my jungles, and see 
that no water is provided except at the proper places. » 

« Highness, » replied the old huntsman, «the meaning 

of this is that these creatures have ceased to be afraid. They 
can no longer be driven. » 
« And have you too ceased to be afraid? » said Narayan 
angrily, «or must you lose your ears before you can hear a 
command; or your life before you can obey it? » 
«I have tried everything, » answered the old man. 
-« Drums, whistles, rattles — everything. We have thrown 
‘stones, lit fires, waved blankets. Everything possible has been 
done to chase them back to your jungles. » 

« And they won’t go? » cried Narayan. 


141 


N ch - IN NAS ’ 
ee es a Y rt d bow 
TV, AOC Da TANT Del ET Hé. EL 
a À ba; 


CHAPMAN MORTIMER 


« No, » answered the hunter. 

« Well, » grumbled the prince, « what’s to be done now? 
Another few days of this and they won’t be wild animals any | 
more. My jungles will be ruined. » 

« May I suggest, Highness, that if we shot a few it might | 
help. » 

‘ «Fool! » shouted the prince. « Nobody will shoot my | 
game but myself, and I won't shoot at lap-dogs, even if they | 
are tigers. » | 

« Then perhaps — if your mightiness would talk to them? . 
They might obey their prince, though they will not listen | 
to me. » ti 

« Talk to them! » cried Narayan amazed. «So they talk È 
now — as well as live like cows! » ì; 

« Yes, Highness. And like all who can talk they complain. - 
They say the water is brackish. A fine black panther is their | 
principal spokesman — and ah! Narayan, Narayan! was there | 
ever such a beast? A tall man might take three good paces | 
between his pugs and not step beyond the reach of a single ' 
stride! » 


But the prince would not condescend to speak to the 
panther, and indeed, at the very suggestion he became more 
angry than before and dismissed his hunter. Then he sent for 
his twelve ministers and ordered them to think of a way of 
driving the game back to the forests. 


« You are all old men, » he said when he had explained | 
the position. « You have lived a long time in idleness. Yet 
I do not doubt that each of you has a head on his shoulders 
wise enough to wish to remain there. » 


The ministers nodded, for though they knew nothing about 
wild animals and thought it unlikely they could make any 
useful suggestions, they were afraid to admit this to a master 
whose temper was so famous, and when it appeared that 
Narayan had no more to say to them they promised they would 
consider the problem and if God willed would find a solution. | 

«You will bring your solution in the morning,» said © 
Narayan, and the old men filed silently away. 
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‘ That night the noise outside the palace was so great that 
nobody was able to sleep at all, and while the prince listened 
angrily and the ministers talked, monkeys yelled in the trees 
and on the walls, elephants trumpeted fretfully, tigers roared 
to frighten the deer, and the deer rushed this way and that, 
their feet making a sound like sudden showers of heavy rain. 
. The jackals and wild dogs fought and rolled empty water- 
buckets in all directions, while the black leopard slid in and 
out of the shadows, frightening everybody by appearing 
unexpectedly from nowhere and coughing and showing his 
long teeth. 

They were, indeed, so much at ease and gave such a con- 
cert, that when the twelve ministers arrived before Narayan 
in the morning they found him wearing a scowl as black as 
a thundercloud, and none of them cared to explain the only 
plan they had managed to think of. 

- «Well? » said the prince, after staring for a while at 
their downcast heads. 

« This drought, Highness,» said one old man timidly, 
«it will last for weeks yet, perhaps. There can be no solving 
that. But our collective wisdom, aided by your great benevol- 
ence, may arrange for a better distribution of the water. » 

«Good, » replied Narayan. « That is all that is required. » 

« The drought,» went on the old man more confidently, 

«has ruined the crops... » 

ar Crops! » interrupted the prince coldly. « What have 
crops to do with it? » 

‘ «The peasants are starving...» began the ancient, but 
Narayan stopped him at once. 

« The peasants! » he shouted. « I am concerned about my 
animals. So far as the peasants are concerned the drought is 
an act of God. Would you interfere with God’s will, blasphem- 
ous man! » And drawing his sword he cut off the old council- 
lor’s head. i 

« Highness! Highness! » cried another minister, « He was 
about to explain that the peasants are the only ones who can 
drive the animals back to the jungle. The beasts are not afraid 
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of the palace people for they give them water, but they still 
fear the villagers who have nothing to give them. The solution: 
of your problem is simple. Have all the country people i 
the land brought to the palace, and when they can see fort 
themselves what a great number they are, they will not be 
afraid to serve their master by chasing his game back to the 
proper places. Only thus, Narayan, can your jungles regaim 
their renown and your palace cease to be a zoo. » 

The prince was impressed with this plan, and turning to) 
his chief huntsman he asked: 

« Why did you not think of this? » 

«I did,» replied the huntsman, « but it is no use. The: 


peasants are too weak to crawl. They cannot keep the rats: 
from their own children, so how can they drive the animals: 
back to the jungle? » 


« Then let them have water and food till they have recover-: 
ed enough to obey their master, » said the minister hurriedly. 


« That will take weeks, » answered the hunter. « Months: 
perhaps. And if our lord’s game is not restored to its proper: 
element in a very few days the great cats of our jungles, so» 
famous for their size and ferocity, will be no more worthy of: 
Narayan’s arrow than is a kitten. What is more, His Highness) 
will become a laughing stock, for already they are invading: 
the palace itself. Last night, in the quarters of the poorer’ 
classes, they were in everybody’s beds. My own cook slept all 
night — or at any rate lay all night — with a tiger that filled | 
three-quarters of his hut and purred a little louder each time 
the fool tried to get out of his bed.» And the old huntsman | 
sighed and ended: 

« It's a bad business. » 

« It is, » said Narayan, dismissing his councillors and nod- 
ding to the executioner, who followed them out. « Perhaps, » 
he suggested to his huntsman when they were once more alone, 
«perhaps Pd better shoot one or two after all. To frighten | 
off the rest, you know. » 

But the old man shook his head. 

« Too late now, Highness, » he said. « There is not a slave 
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in the place without his pet. The sweepers are all hand in 
hand with the monkeys. Elephants are grinding corn for the 
miller. There’s a cobra as long as my best pagri and as thick 
‘as my arm, making a maze of his coils in the stable yard, 
and the children of your Highness’s slaves are losing them- | 
selves in it. It’s dangerous. Kill any one of them now and it 
might be the end of us. They’re in the palace. In every 
cupboard and under every bed — and so far they are friendly. 
‚But if anything occurred that smelled of treachery they would 
fall on us and destroy us. Indeed, Highness, things may be 
worse than even I fear, for they are corrupted by luxury and 
easy living, and I no longer know what to expect of them. But 
I know this. Their docility is unnatural and false. Do not be 
deceived by it. Beware of so many furry smiles. Do not trust 
them. » 

| « Who would have imagined, » said Narayan, « that a little 
water could do so much? You would think they would have 
more pride. » 

« There is one who has kept his pride, Narayan. And his 
savagry too. The black leopard. I think you should talk 
to him. » 

« What good will it do? » cried ihe prince turning a little 
pale, and he went on angrily: 

« A fine mess you have got me into with your idea of 
watering these brutes. I can see that kindness never pays. And 
if I did talk to your ridiculous panther, what should I say?» 

« It is not for me, Lord Narayan, to teach how commands 
are given, » replied the hunter, and seeing how pale his master 
had become he lowered his eyes to the ground in shame. 

And the prince was abashed. 

«I shall speak to the leopard,» he said after a little 
reflection. « Where shall I find him? Where is he? » 


« Here, » said a queer and savage voice, and in the deep 
shadow of a closet they saw two yellow eyes like the eyes of 
devils, glaring hatefully at them. 

Prince Narayan was a proud man, but it was not till the 
leopard had closed his eyes and vanished again that he found 
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his voice. Then, addressing the darkness within the closet, | 
he said: 
« Very well, Panther, you may speak. I am ready to 
hear you. » | 
The great gaunt black devil yawned terrifyingly. His jaws ' 
were all poor Narayan could see. | 
«You may do the talking,» said the leopard from his È 


retreat. «I have nothing to say.» And he smiled wickedly. | 


Seeing his master too fascinated by the red and toothy 
smile to speak, the old huntsman began: 


; «Why don't you go back to the jungle? » he said. « rob Y 
the free life that is the only one worthy of you. To the manly | 
life of a hunter? You and your companions are ridiculous È 


in a palace. » 

« Anybody is ridiculous in a palace,» said the lcopat if 
insolently. 

« But especially you, » insisted the huntsman, and thoughifi 
the panther only sneered he went on trying to prove to it 
that palaces are for princes and jungles for wild animals. 


« The others, of course, can’t be classed with you,» he 
explained. « They are almost mean-spirited enough to live 
indoors. But they are a nuisance, and if you would set an 
example they might follow it. » 

«Follow! » said the leopard. « I could drive them all | 
before me like the sheep they are.» Then winking one eye 
a little sleepily, he added: 

« If I chose. » 

«I will give you anything you ask, » cried Narayan, «if 
only you will drive my animals back to the jungle. » 

« Will you? » said the black panther, suddenly opening 
both eyes wide. 

« Whatever you want! Whatever I have to give! » promis- | 
ed Narayan, and thinking already of the hunting that would 
soon begin again he added generously: 

« Even your life. I shall order that no one shall trou- | 
ble you. » | 

« My life! » mocked the leopard. « That's something your 
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clumsiness has already granted me three times. You fired three 

arrows at me. One in broad daylight, one at dusk, and the 

third recklessly into the darkness. I shall ask something for 
each arrow. » 

« And you shall have it,» said Narayan smiling. It’s a 

bargain. » 

| « Your first shot was a bad one, » said the leopard mildly, 
«so all I ask for it is that you make yourself a better hunter. 

You must promise to hunt every day from sunrise to sundown. 
Longer if you like; but you must hunt alone. » 

« With all my heart cried Narayan joyfully. « That is a 
demand worthy of you. » 

« Your second shot was also bad, so the next promise will 
be easy too. There is no wild beast that denies a place at the 
water-hole to its own kind. Only you do this. Open your water 

tanks to the peasants who are your fellows and become a 

creature that I need not despise. » 

— « Granted again! » cried Narayan, feeling a glow of gen- 
erosity warm his breast and thinking what a fine impression 
such an unprecedented act would make. 

| «Do you remember the third shot? » asked the leopard, 

his eyes glowing a hotter yellow, yet seeming to cloud over 

‘and thicken with hate. 

« Yes, » said the prince; « I remember it. And it was better, 
you must admit. It was dark and I heard you bound away, but 
though I could not see you I know I hit you, for I heard 
you groan. » 

« You did not hit me, » replied the leopard showing his 
teeth, « and it was not my groan that you heard in the dark. 
Yet your ears did not deceive you, and that wild shot was 
better as you say. At least it killed. It killed another leopard 
as black as I am, and for that payment will be harder. » 

Then Narayan saw the blazing, narrowed, hateful eyes 

_and the shining teeth rising slowly. A big, moving chunk of 
shadow detached itself from the dark interior of the closet 
without a sound, and the black panther stood in front of him 


like a terrible ghost. 
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« We are both eruel, you and I, so you will understand me. | 
I ask that when the last jungle beast has left your palace | 
you will order your huntsman to cut the living heart from | 
your body and bring it to me. » | 
For a long time Narayan remained silent, but at last he | 
looked sadly into the insane eyes of his enemy. | 
« You mean to teach me two things, » he said. « Not to be | 
a vainglorious fool, priding myself on successes that are more | 
credit to my huntsmen than to me. And to be at least as 
generous as you are with those things for which you have no |} 
use. Now I shall teach you something. I shall teach you the È 
meaning of honour, though it is nothing much and is not like- 
ly to be more useful to you than it will be to me. I mear È 
that I shall keep all my promises. You shall have all you È 
asked if you keep yours. » | 
« Good, » said the great gaunt black leopard, and silently 
disappeared. 
« He has taught me better lessons than I can teach him, » | 


sighed the prince looking out over his jungles. « Do you think 
he can do as he boasts? » 
«I fear he can, Narayan.» answered the huntsman, and 
seeing tears on his beard Narayan asked him why he wept. 
«I weep, » said the old man, « because it will be harder | 
for me to do what I may have to do than it will be for you | 
to order it.» And the prince replied bitterly: 
« Then it will be hard indeed. We have fallen into a 
trap. » 
« Your Highness always has his honour, » blubbered the 
huntsman, « but for me there will only be the shame of obedi- 
ence.» Then cheering up a little he added: 
« Yet it may be that one or two of the animals will stay 
in spite of that black devil. » I 
« Maybe, » said the prince, but he did not really believe 
it, and he thought gloomily of his third promise. 
He sent for his council, and when the executioner appear- 


ed with eleven heads in a basket he snapped irritably: 
« Well! Where’s the twelfth? » 
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« He had the honour of having his head removed by your 
Highness a little while ago,» explained the executioner. 


« Don’t talk to me about honour, you fool. What use are 
heads to me? Take them away! » 


«I thought, your Honour, they might still have a word 
or two to get rid of, for they did not stop talking all the 
time I was chopping them off I swear that some of their 
tongues were still wagging after the heads they’re in had 
gone slap into my basket. That’s the truth, Highness, and 

that’s why I brought them, but I can see now that they are 
less afraid of fellows like me than of your Mightiness. » 


2 « Poor old men,» said the prince. « They had a cruel 
master. » 
| «They did their best, » sighed the excutioner philosophi- 
cally, and as he picked up the basket again the eleven heads 
| groaned in chorus: 


M « Keep your promises, Narayan! » 


Narayan was as good as his word. 


He ordered messengers to be sent to all the villages in the 

land io tell the peasants that the palace tanks were open to 
whomever wished to draw water from them. To ensure that he 
always hunted alone he forbade anyone to enter his jungles 
for as long as he himself was alive. Then he sent for his 
bow and set off alone into the forest. 


| After many hours search for game, however, he began to 
fear that it might not be so easy to keep even the simplest 
of his promises, for in all the jungle nothing moved, and when 
he halted at last he stood amazed. 

« In this glade, » he said looking about him, « I have seen 
more living creatures than I can count, and I have killed all 
I have seen. Here every creature ran, and here I used to 
‘wait in silence. But the silence now is greater, for here the 

whole world has died. » And he stared at the motionless trees 
to which huge dusty leaves still clung, and creeping vines that 
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had become brittle and stiff; and at the yellowed speargrass, | 


more vicious now than ever. 


« Even the black leopard will not find it easy to die the |} 
animals back to such a wilderness, » he thought. « And what | 
if I can find nothing to hunt? If it is not possible for me to | 


keep my word in this how can I be blamed for breaking it? | 


And if it is not possible to keep it in one thing, why keep it |! 


in any? » 


But this reflection made his heart beat so loud with hope | | 
that he realised how great was his dread of fulfilling the last | 


promise, and he felt himself blush for shame. 


«I am afraid,» he said aloud. Then he shook his bow | 
resolutely and plunged deeper into the jungle, determined ir | 
his pride to keep his word in everything, and he had not gone È 
far when he heard a slight noise that he was certain was not È 


the rustle of leaves or the rubbing together of branches. 


Bending low over his knee he listened, and although at | 
first he could distinguish nothing he was sure that not far È 
away some small animal was shrinking ever closer into the | 


ground, hoping to escape the hunter’s pitiless eye. 


Then, not twenty paces away, he saw a patch of white | 
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curly hair, a tiny stump of horn above a round, frightened | 


eye, and cautiously he fitted an arrow to the string. 


But as he did so, up scrambled a milk-white kid from its | 
hiding place of leaves, and attempting feebly to escape cried | 


out in terror: 


«I am lost! The great gaunt black leopard is here. Alas! | 


He will tear the living heart from my body! » 


Excited and amazed by these words Narayan bent his 
bow till the string touched his cheek. 

« Where? » he shouted, forgetting his caution. « Where 
is the leopard? » 

« Are you not the gaunt black leopard? » asked the kid. 
« I have been tied up here for days and nights as bait for him. » 


Then Narayan saw that the kid was tied to a tree stump. | 
He iooked at the ground and the grass all around the | 
stump was cropped away. He looked at the kid again and !| 
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ery echoed loudly in his ears. 

4 He imagined he could already feel the knife that would 
cut the living heart from his body, and his thoughts filled 
with fear and pity. 

He carried the kid to a village: a place he knew of, but 
which he had never seen, for he had never spared time from 
his hunting to visit villages. 

i But the village was empty, and although he shouted once 
‘or twice no one answered. 

The few hovels seemed deserted and he strode into one 
of them to find milk for the kid. 

Then he saw what the drought had done, and trembling, 

he left the village. 

He overtook an old woman crawling along the road and 
asked her where he could get milk for the kid, but the woman 
replied: 

(There is no milk.» 


« Water then? » said Narayan angrily. 

« There is none here, » answered the woman. « I am on 
| my way to the palace for water. They say the prince allows 
us to drink nowadays. » 

« The palace is a long way off,» said Narayan. « Do you 
think you will reach it on your hands and knees? » 

« Perhaps. Perhaps not in time. I don’t know, » replied 
the old creature. «I can only try. But look up at the sky for 
me and you will know whether I shall reach the palace. If 
you see a vulture there it means I shall not. » 

And Narayan looked up. 

Then quickly he placed the kid on the ground, drew the 
bowstring to his ear, and loosed the arrow, and a vulture fell 
with the bright feathers of the shaft standing out stiffly from 
the dull ones of its breast. 

« There is no vulture in the sky above you, » he said to 
the old woman. 

« In that case I shall reach the Ni » replied she. 

« Yes, » said Narayan, and seating her on his shoulders, 

with the kid in his arms, he carried them all the way. 
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When his huntsman asked him if he had success with his | 
hunting he replied: : i 

« Yes. I shot a vulture. » 

And he said nothing of the kid or the old woman. 

But the next day as he was preparing to set out for the | 
jungle the chief huntsman asked if he should set a bait, and 
remembering the kid jumping and tugging on the end of its | 


string, Narayan remembered also what it had cried out in its | 
fright, and he said he did not require a bait. | 
«In any case, what use would it be? » he asked. « There | 
is not a living thing in the forest. I shall hunt long before 
I kill. » fi 
Then the old hunter told him that rain had fallen and 
many animals had left the palace. i 
«A well-set bait would save much fatigue, » he suggested. | 
«I want no bait. I must hunt alone, » said the prince, and 
he set out with a heavy heart. 
It was true that there were animals in the jungle now, | 
and to Narayan’ surprise they were as wild and secretive as | 
ever before. 


He tracked many with all the skill he possessed, and more 
than once with success; but each time he drew his bow and | 
gazed along the arrow it was not his real quarry that was mark- — 
ed by the barbed point: it was the stump of horn and the | 
anxious eye of the kid that hc saw seated on the steel, and he | 
could not shoot. | 


At last, to keep his promise, he loosed an arrow at a carrion 
crow, and when he picked it up it said: 


« Alas! You have torn the living heart in my body. » 


And when he returned to the palace and was asked how 
he had fared, he replied: 


«Too well. » 


« Then how is it that you return empty-handed? » asked 
the chief huntsman, and Narayan replied: 


«I have killed a carrion crow and thrown it away. » 


He seemed so dejected that the old man tried to encourage | 
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him by stating that SE the finest shot could hit a crow. 
It was, he said, a triumph. 

But Narayan told him that each time he bent his bow he 
had a vision that would not allow him to release the string 
from his fingers. And he told him what the crow had said. 

« Very well, » said the huntsman when he understood his 
master’s difficulty, « don’t kill. Stalk the quarry, but don’t 
shoot. » 

«A hunter hunts to kill,» sighed Narayan, «and as a 
hunter I gave my word. I shall honour it still. » 

As the sun went down more animals began to leave the 
palace, and in the morning Narayan found the jungles almost 
full. But he could not find a prey against which he could 
release an arrow, till at dusk he saw a krait wriggle in his 
path, and he pursued it and struck it with his bow. 

« Alas! » groaned the snake as it died, « you have burst 
the living heart in my body. » 

When he reached the palace Narayan found that there 
was not a wild beast in sight, and he asked if all the animals 
had gone. 

« No, » said his huntsman. « Two peacocks are still here, 
and I don’t intend that they shall go, never fear. » 
Then he explained that the leopard had said nothing 
about preventing the animals from returning to the jungle, 
and that he had shut up these two birds in a place from which 
they would not escape. 

But the prince was angry, and he ordered that the peacocks 
be released. 

« Cunning is not an attribute of honour, » he said, and 
he told his old friend that he had killed a snake, and also 
what the snake had cried out in its agony. 

« These words, » he said, « I can no longer bear to hear. » 
And when morning came and he left once more for the jungle, 
he took with him only a sling in the hope that he might find 
it easier to bring himself to kill if he did not have to see his 
victim lie along an arrow. But by now the vision of the kid was 
perpetually before his eyes, and the words of the black leopard 
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rang incessantly in his ears, and he wandered mournfully and 
aimlessly all day without hunting. 
At nightfall he came to the place where he had found the 
kid, and there, by the same stump, he saw a peacock strutting, | 
But though he dropped a stone into his sling, and though hell 
raised it and swung it, the peacock only stared at him with} 
eyes in which he saw nothing but conceit, and when with & | 
stiff rustle of quills it spread its tail at him, he threw ce | 
his sling. 


«Now, » he said, «I have broken my promise,» and 
walking slowly away he entered the glade where he had firsti 
thought that if he could not keep his word in one thing he | 
need not keep it in any. $ 

There he lay down on his back in the dark and thought! | 
about his honour, and while he was thinking an ant bit hi 
on the leg. | 


He slapped at the place but missed the ant which he could È 
feel scurrying about though he could not see it. 


He slapped again, and again it eluded his hand. But he:} 
pursued it with blows till suddenly he heard a small voice? 
saying: | 
« Alas! You have crushed the living heart in my body. »)} 

And at these words the unhappy prince jumped up and || | 
ran through the darkness back to his palace. 

«I have killed an ant,» he told his huntsman, and heil 
repeated what the ant had cried. | 

«How can I keep my promise if I cannot kill an ant! 
without trembling? » he asked. «How can I learn to hunt: 
again? » 

But the old man only shook his head sadly and did not: 
reply. 

« Why have you nothing to say? » asked Narayan, looking; 
closely at his servant. « Why does your chin lie so heavily 
on your breast. And why do you look from side to side like! 
a cheat who is found out? » | 

Then, when still he got no answer, he said: 

« This evening in the glade I saw a peacock. » 
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« This evening, » replied the huntsman bitterly, « were I 

see one in palace I should not wear the eyes of a cheat. » 
D « You mean that both birds have left the palace? » 
a « Yes, » replied the huntsman. 
. «And none of the jungle animals remain within the 
walls? » 
_ «None,» said the old man. 

« Then the leopard was as good as his word, » said Narayan 
becoming very pale, and he took the hunting knife from 
his belt. 

« The leopard has kept his word, Highness, but 1 stand 
in the shadow of yours, and in it 1 am become a coward. Do 
not ask me to keep a promise I never gave! » 

. But Narayan put the knife into his hand, ordering him 
to cut out his prince’s heart and take it to the great gaunt 
leopard, and the huntsman wept and said: 

(Master, I shall do this cruel thing as gently as I can, » 
and trembling and shuddering he cut out the prince’s beat- 
ing heart. 

« Alas! » cried Narayan in a voice of ice, « you have cut 
the living heart from my body. » 

|. The hunter wrapped the heart in a green leaf and hurried 
with it towards the jungle, but before he had reached the 
first trees he saw a shadow bounding towards him, and in it 
the blazing eyes of the great gaunt black leopard. 
«Here is my master’s heart! » he cried, and throwing the 
heart with all his might he drew his sword and thrust furiously 
at the leopard. 

But the terrible animal caught the heart in his mouth as 
it flew through the air and avoided the stroke, all in one 
swift movement. 

« A brave man! And a brave master! » he yelled in his 
strange voice. « Let me reward your courage with advice. Take 
the smoothest pebble you can find, wash it well, and sew it 
in your master’s body in the place of his living heart. Do this 
without waste of time and Narayan will live to be a great 


hunter. » 
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And having shouted this the black leopard disappeared 3 
into the darkness. 
Hastily the huntsman felt about on the ground, and almost} 
at once his fingers discovered a small, smooth stone. Then; 1 
running to his master’s side he washed the pebble in sweet ff 
water and sewed it securely in Narayan’s breast. | 
Then he put his ear to the wound and listened to hear} 
if the stone would begin to beat, and it did not. 
« The leopard only mocks me,» he said bitterly, but assi 
he spoke he felt the prince breathe so that it appeared he} 
was only sleeping, and he listened again. 


Many times while his master slept he listened without ever: 
hearing a single throb from the stone, and in the mornings) 
when Narayan woke and asked him if he had not cut out 
his heart during the night, he told him what had happened, | I 
what the leopard had said, and how he had followed its}, 
advice. | 

« Does anyone know of this? » asked Narayan. 

«No, Highness. Only I know, » replied the hunter. 


the jungle to hunt. » And he set off at once. | 

As he passed under the palace gates he saw crowds of fi 
miserable people creeping and tottering through it towards | 
the water tanks and the granaries, and he asked: 

«Who are these creatures? » 

«They are your peasants,» replied a soldier, and he 
explained that those who were still strong enough were coming | 
in crowds to the palace for the grain and water that was to 
be distributed by the prince’s order. But Narayan stared at 


and did not beat. : 

His gaze was so cold that it roused one poor man who. 
was no better than a skeleton, and this half-crazed fellow, 
shaking a skinny fist, yelled out: 

« There goes our Prince to his hunting! Good hunting, O || 
generous Narayan! Your grateful subjects wish you good sport 
to gladden your heart of stone. » 

« Why does he say that? » asked the prince. 
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«He is starving, Highness, » explained the soldier. « It 
makes them mad. Shall I have him whipped? » 
« Are they not drawing grain and water? » 

« Yes, Highness. A cup of water and a thimbleful of corn 
to each. Shall he have his tongue cut out? » 

« Why so little? » asked the prince. 

«It is a question of economy, Highness, and more than 
I can explain. But in any case it is easy to see they have not 
strength enough to sow more than a handful. Shall I kill him 
now, Lord Narayan? » 

« We have strength enough to carry your little kingdom, 
cruel prince! » cried the wild peasant. « So far we have carried 
it on our backs, but one day we will carry it altogether away. » 

Narayan ignored this threat. He also ignored the wretched 
man’s screams as the soldier cut him to pieces, and he ordered 
that each peasant be given as much water and grain as he 
could carry away. 

Then he went off to his jungle and hunted all day with 
great skill and audacity, but without pleasure and without any 
pity; and as he was leaving the forest at dusk he met the 
old woman whom he had helped to the palace. 

« Don’t hurry past, Prince Stone-Heart! » she croaked, 
and she waved a green leaf at him. « I did not despise your 
help. Do not despise mine. » 

«How can you help me? » asked Narayan. « And why 
do you call me Stone-Heart? » 

. « Take this leaf,» said the woman. « It is blotted with 
your own heart’s blood and it answers both your questions. 
Keep it. Never go without it, for it is impossible to say where 
you will meet the Little White Gopi. Yet one day you will 
meet her, and if, because of you, she sheds a tear of pity, a 
tear of love, or a tear of shame, then swallow the green leaf 
before her cheek is dry and your heart will beat again. But 
fail to do this before the third tear has melted on her cheek 
and you may throw away the leaf, for it will then be of no 


more use to you. » 
Then taking the leaf Narayan entered his palace where 
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the hungry peasants carrying off grain and water were as thick :|p 
as locusts; but of these he took no notice. 1 


« What is a gopi? » he asked his chief huntsman. « Have:} 


I ever shot one? » | le 
« A gopi is a milkmaid, Highness. You have not shot any. » [a 
« Did you ever hear of a white one? A little white gopi? » | 
asked Narayan. Î 
«It is a village superstition, Highness. The Little White! 
Gopi is said to live in the jungles, to laugh all day, to befriend | 
animals, and to die if she sheds three tears. » 
« And do you know what this is? » said the prince showing }} 
the green leaf. th 
« Yes, Lord Narayan. That is the leaf in which your heart | 


was wrapped. » 


And the prince’s gaze wandered from the man’s face te hy 


Hi 
wherever they looked his eyes remained unaltered like the [y 
eyes of a bird, their expression fixed, e intelligent and 


cruel. 


«Is it? » he said at last, and he put the leaf into a little 
purse which he hung from a chain around his neck. | 

Then for a year he hunted as he had hunted in his 
happiest days. 


He was tireless in studying the ways of all the creatures |; 
of the wilderness, and tireless in pursuit; and because he had | 
a heart of stone he feared nothing, knew neither pity nor 
malice, and felt no joy. 


He hunted without vanity and without reason, but so | 
cunningly and so boldly that the whole jungle lived in dread 
of his coming or passing by. 

And he always hunted alone. 

He completely ignored affairs of state and did not observe 
that the peasants became fat, that cattle and domestic animals 
of every sort covered such open hillsides as there were, or 
that the harvest was the greatest for generations. His indiffer- 
ence became so notorious that if anyone had a complaint he | 
took it to the chief huntsman who alone had the ear of the 
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rince, and whatever the thing might be Narayan always said: 
« Satisfy him,» and went on hunting. 

One peasant cried that his buffalo had been killed by 
the prince’s tigers. He wanted one from the state herds in 
exchange. 


«Give him one,» said Narayan. 

A village complained that all its fowls had died of disease. 
In the palace there were so many, and all healthy... 
| « Satisfy them, » said the prince. 

They wanted stone for building. The best sort was to be 
found in the palace walls, and in such a peaceful and 
prosperous state, they said, such strong walls were unnecessary. 

« Quite true, » said Narayan. « Pull down the outer walls. » 

Since they produced and the prince did nothing but hunt, 
why should it be they who paid taxes, they asked, and Narayan, 
whose heart was a stone, could not remember the answer to 
this question. 

« Abolish the taxes, » he said, and went on hunting. 

At last the chief huntsman came to him in despair. 

« Highness, » he said, « you have yourself remarked that 
kindness does not pay. Now I have proof of it. Your subjects 
have become completely mad. They want to be free! » 

- «Why not? » answered Narayan. « All men and all beasts 
want to be free. Emancipate them. » 

«But Narayan! Narayan! They want to govern themselves! 
They say you are only interested in hunting and do nothing 
for them.» > 

«Why should 1 do anything for them? » said Narayan. 
« Let them govern. » 

«But Highness, they pretend that if they are to rule 
properly they must have a State House and Offices, and they 
say that the only suitable place is the palace. » 

« It is, » agreed Narayan. « It is the only building in the 
land that is not a hovel. Give them the palace. » 

«And where will your Highness live?» cried the 


huntsman. 
« In the jungle, » answered Narayan, and taking his bows 
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ee | 
and his spears he abandoned his palace and went on hunting.. 
His chief huntsman was not mistaken, however. The: \ 
prince’s subjects had become mad, and the very first decision) 
of the new government was that the grazing lands were too ) 
| 
| 


small. 
The second was that the jungle was too large. 
And the third was to cut down the jungle. 
« No! » cried the prince when his huntsman brought hing 
the news. «I forbid it! » 
« Alas! Highness. It is too late, » said the old man. « You È 
are only a prince in name now and they have already begun. » | 
« Then I shall stop them,» replied the prince, and as | 
calm and as terrible as a warrior in a dream he fell on the 
peasants with his bow, his spear, and his heart of stone, and | 
killed a great number. | 


And after that no one dared to cut down so much as a È 
bush without the protection of an army. 

They said Narayan was a tyrant and a monster, and they | 
offered a huge reward for his head. È 

They declared him an outlaw. 

But as nobody cared to attempt to collect the head, the |' 


prince lived safely by himself in the jungle and went on | 


hunting. 

He penetrated so deeply into the wilderness that he È 
discovered all its secrets. He found unknown chasms hidden 
by such dense and tangled forest that it was impossible to 
break a path through it on the ground; but Narayan now 


travelled as easily among the high branches as the great black | 


leopard himself, and he explored, hunted, and killed in these | 
chasms. 


He found a lake full of strange bright water-flowers and | 
surrounded by immense ferns. He found trees with blooms 
as big as pumpkins, and unknown animals that had no names. 

Yet to all he found he seemed indifferent. Wherever he 
went he returned every day to the glade or to the stump to 
which the kid had been tied. Often he was to be seen in these 
places, standing with hanging head like a man who has. 
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forgotten something. And one day, in the glade, he found the 
Little White Gopi. 

He was following an animal whose track he had noticed 
and whose life he meant to take. It was a deer of some kind, 
and it fled before him without having seen him, warned by 
the cries of birds of his approach. Yet fast as it ran Narayan 
ran faster, and though it made no more noise than a summer 
breeze he heard it, and running himself as silently as a shadow, 
he overtook the deer in the glade. 


He wondered why it paused there where it could so easily 


be seen. He armed his bow. 

Then he raised it and his arms opened slowly like an 
unfolding wing. 

The breast of the deer sat on the arrow’s point. His eye 
lay coldly along the shaft. 

His arm was still when a voice called out in urgent 
warning: 
- «Fly! Run! Run! » 

But his fingers released the string, his arm did not waver 
at the cry from the unseen lips, his arrow travelled faster than 
the voice, and the deer fell dead. 

Then the gopi ran out from her hiding place and lifted 
the creature’s head onto her lap. 

« Alas! Narayan,» she cried, «yeur arrow has pierced 
the living heart in his body.» And a tear of pity fell from 
her eye onto the brown cheek of the deer. 

The prince was so amazed by the beauty of the little gopi 
that he forgot the deer, forgot his hunting, and forgot the 
green leaf. 

For a moment he even forgot his heart of stone. 

« Are you the Little White Gopi? » he said, but when the 
gopi looked at his strange eyes she could not speak, and her 
fear meaning nothing to him Narayan left her the glade and 
wandered carelessly in the jungle till night. 

But as he lay in the darkness staring coldly at the stars 
he felt the weight of the pebble in his breast, and remembering 
the leaf and the words of the old woman he got up quickly 
and went in search of the white gopi. 
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He searched all night, and many days and nights after, 
asking every creature he met: 
« Where shall I find the Little White Gopi? » 
And all the animals fled in terror from him. 
They ran to the gopi and told her to hide, for the cruellest |: 
hunter in the world was looking for her. « And, » they said, 
«he pursues only to kill and kills only for pleasure. » | 
« Hide in the open country, » they advised. « The people {i 
have surrounded the jungle with armies that watch day and | 
night for Narayan, and they long to destroy him. He is master | 
in the forest but he dare not leave its shelter for fear of the |} 
rage of his people. » ti 
And when the Gopi said she would not leave the jungle | 
the animals called a great meeting to discuss what they might 


do to protect her. | 

«He has hunted too long and we have been fools toc 
long! » they cried. « For is he not alone and are we not a | 
multitude? » | 

«The prince, » bellowed the elephants, «is only a small 
devil, while we are mighty and many too. If he were only a | 
little larger we would trample him to nothing. » 

«He is monstrous and pitiless, » cried the ants in chorus, ! 
«but we are in countless millions. If he would only lie still 
we would devour him in a night. » 

«He is a puny, soft thing, » grumbled the rhinocerous. 
« If I were not so blind that I cannot see him properly I could 
dash him to pieces myself. » 

« He is clumsy, » hissed the snakes, « and we are subtle |; 
to move and hide. But he is more subtle than we in his brain |. 
or he would have met death long ago and hardly noticed it.» 

So all the creatures of the jungle complained and boasted 
while the Little White Gopi listened. 

At last an owl said: 

« What use is all this talk? It is plain that those of you 
who are strong enough to kill Narayan are not clever enough; 
and those, like myself, who are clever enough, are not strong | 
enough. Or venomous enough,» he added, glancing at the | 
coiled snakes with distaste. | 
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« Not one of you has noticed that the only animal capable 
of killing the prince is absent from our meeting. You are all 
blockheads, and you do not understand that more than strength 
and speed and cunning are necessary. You have forgotten — 
recklessness, yet for this dangerous task that is what is most 
needed: ferocity and madness equal to Narayan's own. Invite 
the great gaunt black leopard to help you and you may perhaps 
rid the jungle of its unnatural enemy. » 

So the terrible panther was invited to speak to the jungle 
assembled respectfully to hear him, and when he arrived and 
had looked disdainfully around his audience, he began: 

«I will not help you to kill my greatest enemy, though 
I might be willing to protect the Little White Gopi who has 
never trembled for fear even of me. » 

He paused, looking at the gopi with his devil's eyes half 
closed, and she thought: 

« His eyes are as cruel as Narayan's own. » 

But she said nothing. 

« Perhaps you have noticed,» continued the leopard, 
«that she does not ask me to help her? » 

Again he paused, and again the gopi was silent. 

- «There was a time,» went on the panther, «when I 
thought of nothing but of how to kill Narayan, and I hesitated 
then only because 1 could not be sure of the best way to do it. 
At last, becoming impatient, 1 went to the wise old woman 
who lives between the villages, and 1 asked her to advise me. 
I told her that I intended to kill Narayan, but that I wanted 
to be certain that his death would be the cruellest a man 
may endure. 

“You want him to suffer?’ the wise woman asked me, 
and I said: “Yes. That is what I want.’ 

‘In that case,’ she replied, ‘you must not kill him at all.’ 

This naturally made me angry, but when she had explain- 
ed it I understood. Death, she told me, is not suffering but 
the end of suffering; and she told me how to make Narayan’s 


life a torment. 
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«Don't kill him, » she said. « Rob him. » 
« Of what? » I asked. | 

« Everything, » she said. È 

And when I asked how this was to be done she told me.» | 

Then the leopard told them the story of the drought, and È 
of how, following the instructions he had been given, he trick- 
ed the prince. He told about the three promises and about | 
his heart of stone; but he did not tell them about the white : 
kid or about the shooting of the vulture, for of these things | È 
he knew nothing. ‘È 


«And now, » he cried, « prince Narayan has lost every: | . 
thing! His palace, his friends, his servants, his estate... But more È 
than that! More than that! For now, however long the day | 
he can feel no joy. However brilliant the night he can feel. 
no passion. He can kill and kill and kill and kill, but he can $, 


never find pleasure again! » 


« Nor shall I ever find pleasure again if he kills the Litildl | 
White Gopi, » interrupted the owl, and all the animals gather- 
ed there muttered or shrieked or whistled to show that they | 
agreed with the owl. i 

« That I shall prevent for the gopi’s sake, » said the black | 
leopard, « and although I would not help you, for her sake | 
you must help me, for I mean to kill alone. But I am not now | 
the greatest hunter in our jungles, and I am not ashamed to | 
admit it. Narayan is as brave and strong as I am, and he is 
more cunning. I have made him so myself, as I have told you; | 
but now I am revenged enough. I am satisfied, and with your | 
help I shall destroy him. And the help I shall want will only | 
be this. Go back to your lairs and hiding-places. Worry no 
more about yourselves or about the Little White Gopi. Hide 
as you have always done; but whoever is near when Narayan — 
sleeps must harry him so that he has no more rest. 


Let us call a truce and unite for a few days against this. 
prince. We too will make an outlaw of him. 

And we will not let him sleep. 

The insects must torment him with bites and stings, and | 
the birds with incessant cries. Whoever can must roar. Whoever | 
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Shas a voice must use it so that though my enemy may close 
his eyes he will never find repose. Soon he will tire. Then he 
will weaken. And when he is only a little weakened you may 
leave the rest to me. » 
With this plan all were delighted except the gopi, who 
thought that the prince’s eye, though as cruel as the wicked 
eye of the great leopard, was nevertheless of a gentler colour. 
And so it happened that wherever Narayan lay down to sleep 
ants gathered in teeming swarms and bit him, birds flew 
screaming in his face, the horrifying roars of a tiger made all 
the forest shudder around him, and he so rarely closed his 
eyes that he would have been afraid had he been an ordinary 
man. But his heart was a stone and brave, and it could not be 
shaken. 
All he did was to seek an ever more secret place where 
he would be more difficult to find, and though worn out he 
_ was not so weakened as the leopard had guessed he would be. 
Days passed and still he seemed well able to defend him- 
self. Still he searched the jungle for the gopi, and still he 
returned every day to the glade. 

But one evening when the gopi was herself looking for a 
| place to sleep she wandered by the shores of the hidden lake, 
and coming to a creek that was roofed over by huge ferns, 
| thinking she would lie down there, she went into the cool 
green shade of the ferny cave and saw Narayan. 

He was lying a foot below the bank, stretched out on the 
cup leaf of a great water-plant, secure from the tormenting 
anis and fast asleep. 

His face was severe but composed. His clothes were in 
| rags, exposing his smooth chest and limbs. A little silk bag 
hung by a golden chain around his neck. In one hand he 
| held his hunting knife and in the other his great painted bow. 

And as the gopi watched the breeze blew a black curl across 
his lips. 

« How can he be so beautiful and yet so cruel? » she 
‘wondered, and she reflected on the fierce life of the outcast 
| prince who lived alone between the bitter hatreds of his own 


| people and of the jungle. 
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Then the breeze made the curl tremble and dance on his | 


mouth and caused him to smile. 


« Surely, » thought the gopi, «that is the sweetest cl i 


saddest smile I shall ever see, » and a tear of love rolled from | 
her eye and splashed on the prince’s breast. 


| 


But when he moved in his sleep she fled, afraid that the È 


pitiless eyes might open. 


That same night the great black leopard judged that his | 


enemy must now be a little weakened, and he sought him out | | 
to kill him, but Narayan had no thought of the leopard, for À 


when he opened his eyes in the green darkness he imagined | 


he had been dreaming. 


He imagined that his heart of stone had begun to beat; 


that he had been awakened by a single throb; and leaving his } 
hiding-place he ran swiftly under the trees, making no sound. } 


« He is going to the glade, » whistled the birds. 


«He is looking for the gopi,» screamed the monkeys Æ 


jumping up and down on their high perches. | 
« Kill him now! » bellowed the elephants. « We are tired | 


of this unending din. » 


Then the jungle became as silent as a tomb and the black | 
panther advanced like a piece of blacker night to find his | 


enemy. 
«The leopard is coming,» said Narayan to himself. 


«That is the meaning of this new silence,» and he waited — 


in the glade with his heart of stone. 

«He does not look tired or weakened,» decided the 
leopard when he saw the prince, and he thought how he might 
surprise him. 

He went away to the owl, and to him he said: 


« Narayan is still strong and too wary. I shall need your ! 


help. Go before him in the dark, and when you are three 


bounds from him open your eyes wide and make a little noise | 


with your feathers against a branch. He will think they are 


my eyes glaring at him, and while he watches I shall come È 


up behind him and strike. » 


« You black thief, » sneered the owl, « that is treachery. | 


But for the sake of the Little White Gopi I shall do it. » 
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Then he flew noiselessly to a tree three bounds from the 
| prince, opened his red eyes wide, and rubbed one feather on 
a branch. 

Narayan heard him, but when he saw the two eyes flam- 
ing at him in the darkness he laughed and shouted: 


«Fly away, foolish owl, before I punish you for this 
clown's trick,» and turning swiftly he saw the real yellow 
eyes of the great gaunt black leopard glaring savagely. 

« You gave me stone for my heart! Here is steel for 
yours! » he cried, and he threw his spear with all his strength. 


It struck the leopard on the shoulder, the shaft broke 
off with the force of the blow, but the beast made off, the 

| point buried in his bone. 

He hid all night in the jungle, and all the next day while 
Narayan searched for him, and when night came again he 
crept to the little gopi and begged her to take out the blade. 

«I will do that,» said the gopi, «though you got it in 
fair exchange for a pebble,» and when she saw the long 
muscles in his black shoulder, and felt the strength of them, 
she was glad that Narayan had a heart of stone. 

«For how else,» she wondered, «could he live against 
such a monster as this? » 

So with the care of the gopi and the help of his tongue 
the leopard was healed in a few days, and going to meet her 
he said: 

« Without your help I should have died. How can I 
repay you? » 

« How indeed! » she replied. «How can you? with your 
cruel eyes, your pitiless heart and your terrible needs? How 

can you do anything for me? » 
« Never mind my heart or my eyes,» said the leopard. 
«And whatever my needs, I promise to do anything I can for 
‘you. Try me, and you will find that my heart is at least loyal, 
‚and my eyes can still serve you in watchfulness. » 

« Then I ask you to stop this harrying of the Prince 
Narayan,» said the gopi. «Make the jungle leave him in 


peace. » 
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« That would endanger not only my life, but your own,» 
warned the panther. « Besides, he gives no peace to us. » 

« You can surely hide from him, and he will not harm > \ 
me, » answered the gopi, and the leopard said: | 

« There is nothing that stirs that he will not harm. You | 
reproach me for my eyes and my needs and my pitiless heart, 
but are his needs and his eyes not like mine, and is his heart È! 
not a stone? Are we not alike, Narayan and I? » 

«You are alike in courage,» said the gopi, «and in | 
cruelty. He has learned your lessons, but have you learned his? 
Are you alike in honour? Do you keep your promises as well 
as he keeps his, or is what I ask more than you can perform? » | 


«We are alike in all things,» answered the leopard È 
bitterly. « Even in folly. Narayan has hunted and killed his 
own people before now, but I shall do as you ask and he 
shall be left in peace. If it brings trouble — and it will — | 
ask again and you will see how I keep my promises. » 


The leopard was right when he said that more trouble | 
would come to the jungle, for when none of the animals would | 
help him to find the Little White Gopi, Narayan began to . 
make such havoc among them that in despair they banded | 
together once more, swearing to kill the prince in pitched 
battle, and when the black panther, true to his word, said | 
he would prevent them, they fell on him in such numbers 
that he barely escaped with his life. 


Nevertheless, whenever they gathered to march against | 
Narayan their parties were so furiously attacked by the cun- 
ning leopard that in the end they warred more against him © 
than against the prince. He was forever fighting, and in spite | 
of his strength and desperate courage he knew it was a lost. 
battle that he fought. 

He could go near no water-hole without being attacked 
by numbers of frantic beasts. He became scarred and leaner 
than ever, and several times the wild, deep rage of battle was 
stilled by a brilliant arrow that sang close to him. 

Yet for a while he held his own, and the other animals 
could never gather a force large enough to attack the prince. 
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« ran still hunts in peace, » he said to the gopi as 
he licked his wounds with his great blue tongue. « I am keep- 
i ing my word.» And seeing him so shrunk and tattered the 
| Little White Gopi replied: 

i « Poor savage! Not even you can fight the whole jungle, — 
and I can no longer watch you perish little by little and day 
by day. Your quarrel is madness, and there is a better answer 
to all this. » 

« There is only one answer to it,» replied the leopard, 
«and Narayan will provide it sooner or later out of the quiver 
of his rage. Meanwhile I am keeping my promise. » 

« The prince only rages because no one will help him in 
his search. If help were offered his anger would soon end. » 

« Who in the jungle would give such help? » said the 
panther. ' 

«I shall give it,» replied the little gopi. « Take me to 
Narayan. » 

y The leopard was too proud to remind her of the danger 
to himself, but he said: 

« He will kill you. » 

« Take me to Narayan,» answered the gopi, «and show © 
me how well you keep your promises. He will not shoot when 
he sees me with you, especially if you approach him openly. 
You will relieve him of the promise to hunt all day and there 
will be peace again for all of us. » 

And the great gaunt black leopard rose slowly and without 
a sound. 
« Very well, » he said sullenly, and the Little White Gopi 
climbed on his back. 

« Good-bye little gopi! » cried a bird who had been listen- 
ing, and he flew off to tell the jungle. 
| « Good-bye little gopi! » snorted the deer, watching with 
frightened eyes as she passed on the panther’s back. 

The peacocks silhouetted under the shade of trees scream- 
‘ed: « Good-bye! Good-bye little gopi! » 
| And the foolish monkeys capered and yelled at each 
‚other: 
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« She is going to be a bride! And Narayan is in the glade! | 
Good-bye! Good-bye! The Little White Gopi is going to be | 
a bride! » And they bounced up and down crazily on their | 
branches. 

But the owl said nothing till the panther stepped out into | 
the half-light at one end of the glade, and then he hooted |} 
mournfully, for at the other end stood Narayan leaning on | 
his bow. 

« Good-bye little gopi! Good-bye! » 

The panther stopped and stared for a long moment, and | 
the gopi felt his savage voice swell and threaten in his lean | i) 
black body. 

Then he moved forward across the open glade and the 
prince fitted an arrow to his string. 

« Do not be afraid, Prince Narayan! » cried the gopi. « Well 
will do you no harm. » 

The leopard came on with his unhurried, smooth gait, | 
his wide and slim shoulders stretching at every step, his cruel | 
jaws bared of their black lips, his yellow eyes glaring in hate. | 
And the prince raised his bow. | 

« Narayan! Prince Narayan! » called the gopi in fear, but ! 
Narayan’s arms opened slowly like a wing, his cold eye gazed | | 
along the arrow, and his heart of stone lay still and deadly. | 

« Narayan! » cried the zopi once more, but the bowstring | 
hummed, the arrow leapt free with a flashing jet of all its | 
colours, and striking through fur and muscle and bone sank ! 
its barb deep into the living heart of the great black leopard. 

The terrible panther seemed to kneel, as if to allow the 
gopi to dismount. Then he put his black nose to the ground || 
and lay down, and it was the gopi who knelt. | 

« Alas! Poor savage! » she whispered to the leopard. «He * 
has betrayed us!» And a tear of shame rolled from her eye | 
and fell onto the scarred head. i 

Narayan watched the bright drop glistening there, and — 
= while it still sparkled alone on the black fur he tore open the ; 
a purse hanging from his neck and swallowed the green leaf. 
% Then instantly he felt his heart begin to beat and he an 
joyfully to find the gopi. 
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«Alas! » he cried. «I have broken the living heart in | 
rer body!» And his own heart beat stronger and louder and 
der; but regularly, like a clock. 
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THE SHAPESHIFTING 


for Alfred Chester 


Our Lordless waters bray the floats, there 
Fluctuate; the sea-bell stoops and bangs, 

In a flash of white lets fall its shadow. I am 
Transformed; a sudden warp in time, shrivels 


My body and protracts my sight; sounds 
Fall away, attenuate, where this town tips 
Old news and ash and withered flowers, where 
The sea lets down to spring, its fish. And boys, 


Withdrawn at noon under blue umbrellas, 
Forsake me for worlds they dream and paint, 
Now daubing what by night becomes reality. 
Their summer beasts, barred black and red, 


Tormented, straddle flat blurs of waterpaint 
Under twisted moons. And, as their eyes 
Malform true Genesis, my mind reanimates 
What beasts it has discarded or forgot; 
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Green lemurs, silver-eyed, squat now before 
My blindness, and the mind, unused to God, 
Scared back to body’s known shadow, hears 
Float’s clanged measure of its sudden age. 


And, turning in fear, purblind, I seem to see 
A boy half into something that he is not; 
As his furred shoulders quiver in release, 
His cry of vanishing is echoed as a beast’s. 


THE ALIEN 


Night gathers here upon a white sea; 
Animals lumber or flit in air, and I 
Stare this whorled still shell, desiring 
No more to fasten wings upon my heels, 
No more to engender sorrow, but to be 


- Still too; moved only by a moving sea. 


But much as I desire to be, for once 


And only once, unknown or careless of 
Myself, some part resists. The fish 


‘ Must endevour the maelstrom; 


The birds do not cease singing; 
The wave beyond the wave begins. 


Body interupts the light, and blood 
Foredooms all pure desire: Orpheus 


- Must now observe Euridyce eclipsed, 


See her wither and fall, forever 
Deaf to his lyre, which in time once 
Tranquilised the lion and the faun. 
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I suffer, knowing now how I became 
The face you feared, turned to see 
Your body fall, and waters rush, 

Such as disperse the consummated rose, 
To float your honey-burdened head's 
Vain issue, where no field was light. 


Now gardens, older than the senses 
By which we apprehend their scents, 
Confirm my cry for abnegation, yet 
Give this literal night that, ripe 

With mnemonic fury and desire, now 
Is, and is my dark predicament. 


WINTER BUS-JOURNEY 


a 


That bird of loudest lay, on the sole 
Arabian tree, now sings again, as I, 
Confused by mortal voices and immortal 
Breath, being what I am, yet what I’m not, 
Consider the lyric’s perpetuity. 

Here, as I journey, these transitory 
Voices round me, above them sings 
This bird they slew or exorcised; above 
This dumb, lemur-eyed assassin; above 
This aged Socrates, who contemplates 
What is only a boy’s face riding tensed, 
Against the fall of night, the trees 

And creeks and farm-shapes of an 
Outerness, where the obfuscated fox, 
Not with our senses, flees to death. 

The boy dreams of sprawled loins’ 
Infinite provocation; the tawny 

Sabine woman whose body's odour, 
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He knows, vies with the orchard's 
Where they meet, naked in summer. 
Old Socrates, speechless, suffers; 
Maturity gives no consolation: 
And I observe obese Canute, cartooned 
Above to advertise; whose sole 
Reality for us was when, shocked from 
His throne by intractable seas, 
He realised, as does this old man 
With the boy, the body's limitations. 
For me, the bird sustains the fiction : 
Of spirit; singing, rends and stirs E 
The heart in its dividedness. 4 
È 
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I can but will not tell how subtle 

Colours inform her breasts, or state 

How undivine the hand that posed 

Her for his eyes and bodied forth A 

Silenus on never-to-be trodden grass. À 

The boy desires an ornamental sun; 

Needs Medea or some other to retard ed 

His flesh in sleep. Let him fall, 3 

Where urns span their detachment 

Of flower and stone, in artifact. a 

For innocence, so sings the bird, A 

Craves its stillness, half-aware Ri 
‘ That flux, as Socrates confirms 

And lemur-eyes rejoices in, creates N 

All discontent. And I fall too, 

Inter two forms, two places, in 

Lyric threnos and human dichotomy, 

Knowing Truth and Beauty buried be. 

And now the moving discs our lights create, | 

Now that each soul has failed its satiety, | 

Disturb: illuminate the snow-striated verge, 

Establishing our way’s ostensible simplicity. 
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THE THIRD DEATH 


And coming, they brought with them 

The grave agony of their voices which they placed 

Over my mind, so that I was glad they came; 
They were welcomed as guests were welcome. 

But in the tenth year of the living agony 

These reminded me of hell, and my own face 

An object of that country 


That I was not glad of any live thing. 
This was the cardinal fault whose salt agony 
Sloed and crabbed my blood. This was the first death 
In the common arms of the sea. 
So when I had died I rose out of the sea 
Putting on different raiment 


For new life without occasion, 
Being a life of theme, life devoted to theme 
As the saint and the martyr are devoted to their dear 
They were the living agony of 
The second life, yet I was glad they had come 
Bringing with them their gift of devotion, the roar 
Of the sea whose language 
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Belongs to the blind creature, 
Is the words of the mute creature, and the word 
Of the lame man and the crooked man. 
For this was my first death 
And these words were welcome beyond any word. 
And this was the second life of the first death 


In whose raging image 


And imposition I devoured 
The pale creatures of the ceremonial earth. 
The temporary ecstasy rose from the page 
Like Anaconda, writhing 
From consciousness, like spirit out of spirit 
And ghost from ghost. Then came Death 
Whose abstract countenance 
He yet turned from me 
uihough I knew his hands, and those strange hours 
He rides, and the mute instrument of pity 
He stays in his possession. 


He took in his black hands 
My son, whose eye did not see, whose mouth did 
Not speak. This was the second death which I saw 
And understood, and then 
At the last venture of the tear of stone 
Did not understand, because he had died in silence. 
This was the second death. 


In the third life I walked 
Through desert, I, monstrous as the illegible rock. 
My spirit, in the contortion of the third agony 
Cried out for moisture, 
Though there fas none. And as I walked I spoke 
To those voices lodged within the desert of my soul. 
I spoke to My Lady 
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The Grasshopper, and the red 
‚Bully of the Ant, and the honourable Bee. 
And I pleaded with them, begging them to go 3 
To leave me to my own peace 
And the possessive gestures of the dead. 
But they would not. So then I cried, ‘You shall go, 
Having played host to this greedy 


Faction of insects, 
Being not of my oun voice but yet of their voices. 
And angry because I bade then go, because I 
Promised them they should go, they said È 
But we will take with us our Brother, Great Language, 
With his huge crown and religious body. 
‘We will take) they said 


‘Your third life” And they, going, took 
With them the substance of that life, going as they came 
y Without honour and without scrutiny 
4 Without love having no 
Identity, leaving behind the dry agony 
Of silence. And this only, is the third death 
Which I have died. 


HYMN TO THE SOLID WORLD 


And thinking of life I turned from that contemplation 
Of the inner substance lodged within the spiritual terror 
And then from the past whose operation or 

Whose persistance even through 
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The round process of memory 
Is like love, complete, because not to be recaptured; 
And I turned towards what I saw and tried to feel 
What 1 saw. 


And this was the second life which I marked not now 
Dependant on my vision, absolute and total 
And because of this, vital, being the cause 

| Of my second birth | 

| From the salt arms of the sea 

‚Cleaned by whose action, the salt birds flying 
‚Through the inalienable sky to light upon 
¡The stoning of innocence; 


And to watch helplessly, they and it, part 

Of the structure of the actual world, to be 

Remembered, the past dwelt on as the past 
The root only of pain 

. As irretrievable through starlight 

¡As Lucifer to the archangelic kingdom. ; 

¡And because I turned about neither with hope nor plenitude 

iAnd because it was the 


¡Dutside I had turned to I was glad 
¡That I was able to see the actual kingdom 
Moving within the movements of the earth 
| Substantial, unlike 
¡The Player in the thin air melting to touch 
Not more solid than the displacement of dreams 
Space taken out of space. Therefore I am glad 
"hat the outer world is not to be withheld, total 
| To the adoration of my heart 

And the conclusion of my senses. 
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I think I was seven years old when I first heard my moth- 


er say ‘Christine is a saint’, Yet while she was saying it 
sensed that she was stating a fact so I imagine that I must have: 
heard her say so before — many times before. My fathen 
would agree with my mother and sigh and there would be: 
a small silence as if God had put his hand over the mouth: 
of the room. I never asked anyone about Christine; she was: 
too remote and too holy. But I would lie in the night ima- 
gining the pale form, the serene face; the dark hair piled up 
behind eyes that had looked at evil without flinching; and 
heroic gentle hands. She was always seventeen this saint called 
Christine. She was ten years older than me and a cripple. 
My parents lived in London. On my walks to and from 
school I would play a secret game, secretly in search of invalids 
in wheel chairs. In the evening I could sometimes add ano- 
ther notch on the table beside my bed. As a Roman Catholic 
child might tell its beads, I fingered these notches. The Chri- 
stines of the World, I was certain, would help me to heaven. 
In those days my mother busied herself with charities and I 
was always trying to make her take me to the ‘Star and Garter’. 
But she never did. I think she felt that it might be a mistake 
to take a child to that sad place. I daresay she was right 


180 


CASTOR SAINT 


because, by the time I was thirteen, I was collecting men with 
beards for no good reason. 
Still, in a corner of my mind, Christine sat waiting. 
Christine was the daughter of my mother’s oldest friend. 
She had been very gifted before the accident. After the acci- 
dent she continued to play the violin as my mother said ‘very 
beautifully.’ But it is impossible to be a first class violinist 
' sitting down apparently. I remember once asking my father 
¡why she didn't play the cello instead and he said, “Well, why 
| do you suppose Keats didn’t write plays?’ and we left it at 
‚that. I continued to be ignorant about the practice of the 
| arts, and lived without meeting Christine. 
| When the war came I joined the W.R.N.S. and left Lon- 
¡don and my parents retired to the country. I believe Christine 
and her mother went to America. By the time they came back 
y ¡Christine's father had made a separate life for himself and 
¡they settled down somewhere without him. All this my mother 
¡told me at intervals. She said finally, « Really they have had 
a very difficult time. Lilliam... » (This was Christine’s mother), 


_ I did not question my mother’s distribution of haloes, 
¡but I remember something catching at me — a regret? I felt 
pas if I were watching another leaf fall from a tree. 


And then, quite suddenly, one day the telephone rang 
hand a voice said, « This is Christine. Christine Deveril. You 


lone of those strange happenings which we call coincidence, 
‘she had rung the wrong number and thought she was talking 


fisince we met. » 


So what could 1 do but agree to go to tea? 
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And on that Thursday I was excited, mind you, andj 
curious — intensely curious. And perhaps a little anxious ?| 
I’m not sure. But it is strange to go out into an ordinary 
London afternoon to meet a childhood dream: a person wba( 
is real to you by virtue of being unknown. It is strange to gal 
and have tea with a saint when you no longer believe in saints] 
except, perhaps, those that are safely dead and buried by} 
the Roman Catholic Church. 

So it seemed to me, as I walked through the afternoon.) 
that what I was doing was a very odd thing to do. 

I had some difficulty finding the house. I found the street! | 
quite easily. I walked up this street and then back agai 
It was not a long street. On one side stood a row of «mall 
victorian houses with yellow brick faces and bay windows. Gail 
the other side they began again only to end abruptly in añ 
long, grey wall that stretched away to join a large red build»: 
ing on the far corner. It appeared that if Number 41. existed]] 
it must lie behind this wall. I walked along to see a rough, 
wooden door, the kind of door that leads to a ware-house ort} 
to a Nursery Garden. I lifted the latch, pushing. I saw a stretchı 


of newly sewn grass and beyond it a modern bungalow with 
wide French windows thrown open to the intermittent sun. 
I walked down an asphalt path to read in bright chromium) 
lettering on the yellow door the four and the one. 

Although the French windows were open I knocked.. 
There was no answer and I rang the bell. Presently I rang! 
again and then walked to the windows. I saw a large room: 
high and wide that seemed to be a studio and another open: 
door leading to a room beyond. I called once but there was! 
no reply. I walked back to try the front door; it was locked. , 

Uncertain as to what to do I turned to see on my right: 
a small round pond. A stone dolphin gaped into the void., 
Waterless as it was it looked drowned. I felt, obscurely, that. 
I was trespassing although the open windows and the unlocked. 
outer door seemed to invite it. So I passed out of the garden. 
and stood in the street to look at my watch. It was nearly 
five o’clock and the autumn night was on its way. 
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Then I saw, on the other side of the street, a car parked. 
N) Instantly I thought: It has been there sometime. A woman 


e to hear her. I thought she might be lost in time or place but 
she was not. 

« You are waiting for Christine, » she said; it was not a 

¡mb question. Her voice was high, gentle and ingratiating. These 

| sn fewer now, still float over croquet lawns, across plat- 

a forms at Victoria station, down Conservative halls — the 

Meisured voices of yesterday. It was the voice that told me who 

she was. But why was she sitting here in a small, shabby car? 

os here waiting, as I was waiting, in a darkening street? 

She said, « Christine has gone to the dentist. » She laughed 

a little to please me and to show some large, soft teeth as 


no 


dl | 


white as her face. Two green, jade ear-rings moved uneasily 
i as she laughed. « You are one of Christine’s new friends. How 
inice. I am her mother. » 

« Get into the car with me, » she said, « It is tiring stand- 
jing about. Christine won’t be long. She has gone to the 
identist. » She said, «It is nice for Christine having these 
inew friends. » 

The moment had come, I felt, to explain who I was. To 
| tell her that and no more. She laid her hand on my arm, 
‚leaning like a tree. « Isabelle’s little girl. Isabelle’s youngest 
'— well! » The eyes were violet and tired and compassionate. 
A strand from the long hair strayed. I thought how purple 
¡it looked, dyed by the eyes, perhaps, or the night. « And 
| how is my old friend, Isabelle? » 

| I told her. « And Hugo? Dear Hugo, how is he? I was 
‚always so fond of dear Hugo. » She laughed again, soundlessly. 
I asked her if I might smoke a cigarette. « Of course, my dear, 
naturally, » she said, and then: « But how delicious that you 
{should be friends with Christine. » 

| I said, « We haven't met ... yet ... Actually, I mean, she 
asked me to tea... » 
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«How delightful, » Mrs. Deveril said. | 
There was a silence while she looked ahead. She had 
closed the car window. There was a faint smell of dust, petrol | 
and roses. We might have been two people at a fete waiting | 


quietly in a back room to have our fortunes told: our rela- | | 
tionship was as inconsequential as that. I said, « How is Chri- | 
stine? » as if I thought she could tell me. 
« Oh, but very well. And very independent. Such an inter- | 
esting life she leads now, the darling, so many new interests i 
and friends... » | 
I said, « The house... I thought it didn’t exist. It is so | 
secluded and... unusual... » | 
« Isn’t it! » Mrs. Deveril said. | 
The lights of a lorry turned into the street. I had begun, 
to ask Christine’s mother about Christine’s house when she 4 
interupted me: { 
«Ah, I see lights. This must be Christine. Yes, I believe i 
that this must be Christine... » In a moment and in a move- | 
ment that was almost a spasm she was out of the car and 1 
standing in the road. I saw then how tall she was. 
« Yes! » I heard her shout into the dark, « It is the Ambul. — 
ence! It Is! » | 


The Ambulance pulled to a stop and two men got out. | 
The older of the two was red-faced and laconic. « Well,» he — 
said to no-one in particular, « We brought the special deli- | 
very.» He hitched at his trousers and moved round to the 
back. The other man looked doubtfully at Mrs. Deveril and | 
myself, then, shifting his cap, he too disappeared. I took the | 
cigarette out of my mouth and trod it into the gutter. I wond- 
ered whether I should do something else, make in some 
vague way a gesture of respect, but I couldn't think of anything © 
to do. I wished that I looked smarter, that I had put on a hat. 
and cleaned my shoes. Mrs. Deveril said, « They are so good * 
to her, those wonderful men! » 


There was a noise of effort coming from the inside of the 
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Ambulance. I heard a voice say, « Careful! Please! Be careful 
| please; » and the answer, « O.K. Miss, easy does it.» Then a 
heavy object was lowered slowly to the ground. 
«My arm!» Christine said, « You've got my arm... » 

« How’s that? » 

« Pinched, » she said, «I don’t know... I told you to be 
careful. You're hurting! If you could move... There! » 

The shape that was a figure in a wheel-chair came towards 
fe along the pavement. It stopped. 

« Who is it? » The voice was still anxious, tired of the 
[nervous strain. The men were shutting the Ambulance door. 
| « Mother? What are you doing here? 


(A 


«And who is with you? » the voice said. 
By the light of the street lamp I saw Christine Deveril for 


Then she came towards me the chair running easily, her 
¡hand held out. It was a fine, strong hand like a boy’s. She 
Isaid, « You have been waiting in the cold all this time? How 
idreadful. You should have gone into the house. Mother should 
¡have taken you in. 


- «I do apologise for being late,» she said, « But I have 
been to the dentist. » She made a gesture in the direction of 
¡the Ambulance. « Mad to have to go through all that rig- 
imarole to have a dentist look into your mouth and pronounce 
lit perfect. It is what comes of being a cripple. » She paused 
la moment, then said, « And it gives my friends extra work. » 
ÎThé older Ambulance man was beside her now. « They pretend 
they don't mind. » 

| « That’s right, Miss. After all one job to us is the same as 
another. » He smiled — benign. « Well, if that’s the lot, Miss, 
‘we'll be pushing off. » 

| « It is I who will be pushing off, » Christine said. I thought 
s she waited for them to laugh. The younger of the two men 
got into the driving seat. 

À « Then if you’re sure you’re all right, Miss... » 

«Um all right, I have friends to help me,» Christine 
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said. She was smiling at me — her mother’s smile. I saw Mrs. | 
Deveril fumbling in her bag. She murmered something about | 
us all being so grateful. Then they were gone and we were | 
Do the ee of Bo by LE door in EOS wa | 


| 
I} 


side you will see a wedge-shaped Bee I always keep it there. | À 
They don’t like it left lying in the street. » i 

I found the board and placed it as I now saw the other | 
placed but on the garden side. Without a word or a glance i; 
and with a quick movement Christine propelled herself over |} 
the little hill and up the path to her front door. I waited for |, 
Mrs. Deveril to pass through before me and was about to È 
close the door when she said gently, « The board... back where — 
it belongs. Or shall I do it? » i 

« No, » I said at once, « No. How silly of me to forget.» 

«Oh, we all forget things at times, » Christine's mother È 
said. 


Have you ever seen a cripple moving about in a wheel | 
chair? It is a wonderful sight. So agile they are and graceful | 
that it seems as though they and the chair are one. Men talk | 
of horsemen; of a good rider they say — «See how good he | 
is; it seems as if horse and man are one.» In that flat, wide. 
house Christine and her chair circled about and I repeat that | 
it was a wonderful sight. The black, well oiled wheels hugged : 
and skated upon the cork as she wheeled about preparing the | 
tea. I sat on the edge of a chair wondering how men could 
choose to walk, so much more beautiful this seemed than the 
stilted way we walkers make about the world. 

The studio was charming. Christine saw me looking at a _ 
picture. « You like it? » she said. She named a famous painter i 
and said, « He is a friend of mine.» There were pieces of 
pottery here and there which were interesting too and made 
by friends of Christine's. A grand piano stood open and I 
asked her if she played that too. « A little,» she answered, 
« But I prefer the violin. Still, if one is a musician I think 


186 


si Ti SE NS AVE Lu «nee OL à di ve CI prb Déc Miss EN NE BT ER A ee PEN SN ER mS 


CASTOR SAINT 


|| one should try to learn to play as many instruments as pos- 
| sible. That is to say... if one has time. » She smiled. « I, as you 


see, have plenty of time. Apart from going to the dentist, 


| which does not happen so very often, I have all the time in 


| the world. » 


She said, «I don’t believe in people who say that they 
have no time, do you? Ask the busiest person you know to 


| do something for you. He will always have time. » While she 


| was speaking she was clearing the room, spinning in and out 


in that light, cane chair so that I felt awkward and lazy, 


| wanting to help. 


« No, » Christine said, « You are the guest and see how 


| easy it is for me in this house where everything is arranged 
i at hip-height and I can feel with my eyes shut for the things 


I know are there. But Mother, as she is here, might help. 


Where is Mother? » 


She disappeared into the kitchen and I heard her call: 
« Mother... Mother... » 

I noticed then, in a corner of the room the portrait of a 
child. Christine? I thought so. Christine before the accident. 


| The fair hair was cut short like a boy’s; the head, at an angle, 


took light full upon the left cheek. It was an arrogant, char- 


î ming little head, confident and self-assertive, less noble than 


the present Christine. I was still looking at it when I thought 


| I heard a voice raised briefly in the hinterland of the house. 


It was like the breaking of china and I turned to walk out 


| of the window and to look back at a room I had thought held 
i such peace. As I stood there I saw Christine glide back to look 
| about and wonder what had become of me. For a second only 


| I watched her to see in her face something which hitherto I 
il had not seen. I thought: Does she look like this when she is 


alone then? before I stepped back. 
I said, « This room looks so cosy from the garden, no... 


i nicer than that. » 


« How long have you been here? » I said. 
« Not long. A friend found it for me... Mother is so tire- 


0 some, » she said, « I expect you heard me scolding her? She 
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was re-arranging my bed-room, making my bed. I know it is | 3 
silly but I cannot bear to have my things moved. You see, 
being as I am, I cannot afford to lose things. I have to know 
where everything is so that I can put my hands on them at 
| a moment’s notice. And mother adores arranging me. It is 
“A the reason why I live alone. Oh, I have a nurse who comes in 
morning and evening. » She gave a short laugh. « When I am | 
out of this I am not so ... how shall I put it? Well, I am rather 
helpless. But Mother likes to imagine that she can make me 
more comfortable than Nurse. » 

So that was all it was? I was grateful to Christine for il 
explaining the angry words. I sympathised with her, thinking | 
that I understood. | 

My mother could be difficult too, I said. I thought it was | 
a a good thing to be independent and live alone. | 

« You live alone don’t you? » Christine said. iH 

« Well, » I said, « Not quite. That is... I am getting married | 
next week. » , 

J Christine was looking at me. She said slowly, « I did not 
know that. No one told me that you were engaged to be | 
married. » | 

a I laughed, « Why should they? » I said. 

4 She was still staring at me. The eyes, I saw, unlike her 
SA mother’s were very green. « No... why should they? » she said, 
and turning wheeled herself away. In the doorway she looked 
at me over her shoulder. « Come and tell me about your young 
man while I make the tea, » she said. 

I sat on the edge of a table and watched her, watched the 
à long, strong arms and the beautiful, efficient hands at work. 
E° And from time to time I looked too into the simple, concen- 

È trated, too-composed face. At one moment I saw that the pink 
i rug which was tucked about her knees trailing a fringe danger- 
ad ously near the wheel so that I bent to tuck in the danger. 

e I said after a time, « You do things so beautifully. You 
don’t mind my sitting here? » 

Da « No, » she said, « You give me a sense of peace. » 
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The small compliment pleased me so much that I felt I 
could say, « You know, when you rang me up, I thought it 
must be Virginia you wanted to see. » 
© Virginia? » 
« Yes, my sister... » 
« Oh. » She was leaning forward to turn a tap. « No, it 
wasn’t Virginia I wanted to see. » 
I said, « You see, it seemed strange as we had never met... » 
Christine stopped working. She held a lidless tea pot out 
to me. « Look at that,» she said, « You see what I am up 
against.» To throw away the old leaves was the work of a 
moment but she would not let me take the pot, making me 
| take another from the shelf — the second best. While she put 


fresh tea leaves into this she said, «I think you will find 


we've met. » 

« But I know we haven’t. » 

« You know? » 

«I should have remembered, you see, » I said. « I heard 
so much about you as a child. I always wanted to meet you... » 

« Did you. » 

« Why yes — so much. I should have remembered. » 

Christine said, « Did you think I would ring you up without 

| having met you? » 
« Well... no. That was what was so odd... » 

The tea was made now; the gas under the kettle was out. 
She said, « We’ve met. » 

The certainty she had set up between us I did not feel 
strong enough to break down. I said helplessly, « Then I must 
have been too small to remember. We must have met when 
I was very small. » 


« Yes, I daresay it must have been then. Perhaps when 


| you were a very small child. » 

Perhaps? But don’t you know then. I wanted to cry but 
AT said nothing. From where I was standing I could see Mrs. 
{ Deveril. She had taken off her hat. The coiled hair was dyed 
+ umber and not by the night. The slanting parting looked like 
a cinder track. She had set up a round, gate-legged table 
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and now, from the corner cupboard she was collecting bone- 
handled knives. She had begun to place these rather half- | 
heartedly round the periphery. « Plates, » she was saying as If 
if to herself, « And cups... they should be here. Yes, here they | 
are. Delicious cups, I remember you. And then the spoons if | | 
we take sugar. » She brightened as she saw me standing beside | 
her. « Do we take sugar? » 

«I don’t, » I said. 

«We don’t take sugar. Perhaps we none of us need it,» | 
she said gaily, and the silent laughter disturbed the green | 
droppings upon her ears. 4 

I thought of Christine’s comment upon her mother and | 


found it hard to imagine this poor, curious creature arranging |} 


anything. « I don’t feel I am helping you very much, » I said. | 


« Oh, but you are, my child — Isabelle’s child — indeed $ 


you are. You are company for Moppet.» She began to hum 
a song, a child’s song. Moppet? Was this the name the mother 
gave to the fierce, gifted child of the portrait? and still gave 
to the stern, graceful woman in the wheel-chair? | 

Christine’s voice came from the kitchen: «If the table | 
is ready, Mother, perhaps Goergie could carry in the tray? » 

« Ready, nearly ready, » the mother called back. She stood 
counting with pointing finger the few, sad things she had 
arranged. I carried a second chair to put in its place. « One, 
two, three. » Mrs. Deveril was saying as I left her to go back. 
to the kitchen. 

The tea tray was ready in there — scones, shortbread, 
chocolate cake, Tiptree jam and Devonshire cream — a real, 
old-fashioned Nursery tea. The kitchen was immaculate. «I 
like to tidy and wash up as I go along, » Christine said. « Now 
if you would carry the tray? You see why I can’t. I will 
trundle after you... » 

I carried the loaded tray and set it down on the table. 
Eagerly Mrs. Deveril helped me to arrange the plates of food 
so that all should be perfect for Moppet and her friend. 

And ihen, too late, I saw what else she had done. 

I put my hand on the back of the chair but Christine in 
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her speedy silence was there. And that same silence that she 
had brought with her seemed to stretch itself or seemed by 
its intensity to stretch the moment as we three around the 
tea table looked at the three chairs. 

Then Christine said, « Why? Why Mother? Is someone 
else coming to tea? » and I felt the the third chair moving 
under my hand. 

Mrs. Deveril’s large, violet eyes opened — opaque — to 
look at her daughter. She put a hand up to her head as if to 
brush away the little terror that straggled across her mind like 
a strand of the tinted hair. 

« Someone else? Coming to tea? Why, no Moppet, darling, 
there are just the three of us. » 

Christine’s voice; « Are you sure, Mother? Are you quite 
sure that there isn’t some other uninvited guest? » 


È 


stilato © fondée. E 


That soft, soapy smile spread, the mouth opening to let 
the terror out. « But, my precious, you asked your own guest. » 

« Then why the three chairs? » 

« For the three of us, Moppet darling... » the mother said 
and faltered as the slow mind cleared to the mistake. 

I felt rather than saw the chair leave the ground. One 
strong, white hand held it high while the other, twisting, turn- 


STA 


ed Christine to swing away over the floor. Then the hand 
relaxed and the wooden intruder was cast out into the night. 
It fell, for I heard it then as later 1 saw it, in the small, dry 
pond, sad damaged thing. Beside it lay the dolphin gaping at 
the unpremeditated disaster. 

« We need two chairs then,» Christine said, «I already 
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have mine. » 
Without speaking the two of us sat obediently to eat our 
Nursery tea. 


I have not seen Christine since that day. It was two years 
before the telephone rang and I heard her voice saying: 
«This is Christine. I am living in London now. Do come to tea.. 


It is too long since we met. » 
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I had to refuse not only because I could not leave th e | 
baby which was the excuse I gave. I had heard by then some- 
thing which there is no need to tell and I had heard about 
the accident. 
13 No one will ever know quite how or why the child, Chris- 
tine, fell out of the Nursery window. Mrs. Deveril was alone 
with her at the time: they were having tea. For a while there 
was speculation as there always will be when there is an 
accident of that kind but it did not last long. 1 
Mrs. Deveril was such a wonderful woman, people said, | 
2 and Christine, of course, was a saint. i | 
i But for my own part I have an idea how it could have | 
happened, haven't you? 
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i Sheep wander beneath the spire 
In this town of wool; 
| Four rivers in a valley. Between the stair 
And the tower, in the harvest 
Of man’s misrule, 
reads the black shadow of the newly-married guest. 


| Blood twists within the image; 
The chiselled stone 
i Soars to its climax; on grass a raven’s plumage 
Shines like a beetle beneath the sun. 
( From a scarlet crown 
| The cardinal rents his courage and his throne. 


As the hairs on a man’s arm 

 Slant towards his wrist 

- Or herring lie in shoals, pursuing the calm, 
N Gripped in a pattern of hunger 

| The dispossessed 

‘Sleep in cold beds with flame at their teers: 
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Buttress and altar, poised between ice 

And oblivion, | 
Crush the white chalk. A stranger and his bride 


Make love through the silent hours, 
Waking to a town 


Heraldic with sunshine and with flowers. 


In the quiet air a fountain — 
Transparent lily — 
Threads upon a climbing stalk, its spouting 
Blossom sheathed in time. So flesh 
Enters idly, 
Impaled by doubt, by love or the tiger’s claw. 


Four rivers find the sea; a joking 
Murderer 
His victim; with a flail the barley’s broken; 
Sheep struggle beneath the shears. 
By the power 


Of the fountain rises flesh and man endures. 


THE GREAT WALL 


Huge stones, yellow with clay; 

Fingers sticky with the heat; 

And this madness like the wall of China 
Stretching through your brain. 


As far back as the mind can wander; 
Beyond it the image only — 
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Corn — goddesses and statues, 
Queens of the sickle, the milky breast. 


In the mind a territory, 

In the heart a cage 

With two miserable virgins $ 
Cold and shrunken by rain. ie 


And the great wall runs to the city, 
Connecting the outposts, 

Protection against barbarians, 
Barbarians within and without the wall. 


TWO CANDLES, JACK STRAW 


Like a clown, Jack Straw; 

like a rednosed clown 

walking through the city, 

with hands behind your back 

and the night wrapped in your eyelid. 


Is it a death va 
or a birth you mourn? 0 
A landing? A retreat? 

Can you still count seven stars ‘34 
glittering in your brain? : 


‘One candle is for Christ, i 
the other for my love; 4 
a priest will tear the altar down 

but who can halt the sky?’ 
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Jack Straw, the wind is off the sea, 
the gulls scream in your ear; 

even in the city’s heart 

you can taste the white salt spray. 


‘I can see the passion in the tomb, 
the riot in the womb, 
4 the high birds singing. 


Dm reprit + 


“I can hold the night 
like a velvet gown 
and feel it with my fingertips. 


Lern res 


sian 


À ‘But if you ask me 

why my heart 

moves with the tides: 

I cannot say; n 


or joy must come 


‘Why the fig bursts | | 
| 

to every heart in turn. | 
| 


‘For love can be a ruined toun 
when the men have gone to war, 
or love can be the gentle rain 
that makes the acorn grow. 


‘The candles are lit, 
. see where they shine — 
Bi Oh the river runs fast 
and the wind blows cold. 
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‘But a flame is burning, 
perfect in the darkness. 
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TWO COUNTRIES 


Now the bright pendulum of summer 
Has swung and shown our faded eyes 
The brilliance of this florid season, 
Retreat of peacock and anemone. 


First it was an axe 

And then the flash of a keener blade 

As Time, like the scimitar in some fabled story, 
Swept in a curve too long predestined. 


Here, tides inherit cold seasons of the moon, 
Harvest of black weed and granite flower; 

Shallow orchards cast their pebbles on the shore, 
Eden without snake or gallows tree. 


Yet this sun shall reign 


E. Though salt-winds chill the petals of the rose. 


Stranger in the doorway, turn your face: 
A bright star opens, the dark sea burns. 
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FEAR 


The last gate shut. 

The field empty. 

The voice of boys and birds 
Whooping in iron-old woods. 


Do men feel the sun 
When the days leap on the night, 
When the power has gone? 


River, run. 
The kingcup is dead, 
The last bird flown. 


LATER LOVE 


We do not want for much, 

Not him or me. 

There, where the cricket sings all night 
Is where Td be. 
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And sometimes he sweats like poison, 
Deep down in my arm. 

But his hand is cool to my belly, 

And my belly warm. 


For delicate things like these 

Is not to be spoken. 

The fire and the bread were there, 
And in young days, broken. 


Now what were the lips for then 
But to bubble and blow. 

To see how the wind lay 

When a girl lay low. 


The moon in her forest 

Is counting the corn, 

And the hound nips our heels 
When we wake at dawn. 


But where would I be 
Without his old arm. 
That once did beat me 
And now makes me warm. 


With the old moon hanging 

And his breath faint on me, 

There, where the cricket sings all night 
Is where Td be. 
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LES PAYSANS 


She dreamed of grain-gold summers 
And yellow fields, quartered with fire; 
Of gardens, old as their rain. 


His seed devoured her: 
The dark and moving hand 
In the mechanics of the city. 


And all these slipping towers 
Rumbled by the filthy water, 
Crumbled to the autumn of their stone. 


While she, her belly stretched as ivory, 
Looked for the black, unholy cloud 


To rain on London like the sycamore. 


Her pain overtook her. 
Weeping, her flower opened to those skies 
And made red birth, with glad, animal cries. 


AMANDA 


The old clock ticks, the old clock prays: 
Amanda sewed for forty days 

To make a dragon, with her skill, 

That would, in combat, never kill. 
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At the forty-first, it sighed, 
Breathing on the bow she tied; 
Fabric head and fabric heart, 
Hissing at its counterpart. 

One day more and then it stood, 
Rumbling in a Wessex wood; 
Silken banners flying by, 

Gold and purple in the sky. 

One night more and there drew near, 
Arthur, knight and Guinevere; 
Cut the ribbon, cut the cord, 

Put the dragon to the sword; 
Found no agony or death 

In the creature’s furnace breath; 
Turned and ran to Camelot, 

To face what they had well forgot. 
Arthur, coward, cuckolded; 
Guinevere brought low to bed; 
Arthur, Guinevere and knight, 
Forty fathoms from the light. 


In the wood, the banners play, 

That robe the night and gild the day, 
And Wessex dragons, timelessly, 

Gaze across a Wessex sea. 

The old clock ticks, the old clock prays: 
Amanda sewed for forty days 

To make a knight who would not flee 
From dragons born of tapestry. 
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POEM 


In the towns and centuries of youth, 

A multitude of exiles, the long voyages, 
The dream, the dream had carried away 
His heart and the poem’s origin. . 


Waking on foreign pillows, he saw 
His deepsea bride sail in a mist of tears 
Away, away, and wept to be alone. 


The dream had carried his heart away. 


Turning and turning in his restless dark, 
Interpreting the roots of memory, 

He made his shrill cry to the absent morning. 
His fled bride did not interrupt his prayer. 


After the exiles there was no returning. 

Not till the mandrake poem break the silence 
Should the departed bride be celebrated. 
The dream had carried his heart away. 
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A NEW SONG OF OLD DESPAIR e 


The ballad's wormy eye 3 
Glitters with hunger, “al 
All history’s malice i 
Shrivelled to metaphor. 

Were is the lee of the gallows? 
Asks the old sailor. 


The sermon’s bony shout 

Is not of pardon, 

Being too much aware 

Of necessary sin. 

Where is the lee of the gallows? 
Asks the old sailor. 


Bloodspattered tragedy 

Pays no debt off, 

No more than comedy’s 
Racking laugh. 

Where is the lee of the salone 
Asks the old sailor. 


Nothing written or said 

Dodges paradox, 

There is shelter to be found 

In the lee of all rocks. 

Asks the old sailor. 

Where is the lee of the gallows? 
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There is a country of disorder, 
Far away, near to us, | 
Where taiters of our lives provoke 
Neither homily nor joke, 

And our spindrift dreams assume 
Proportions of an ampler doom. 
Every action is a kiss. 


There is a country of disorder, 
Far away, near to us, 

Where sandy moments do not bite 
Gradually at our delight, 

And the eroision of the sea 

Is only song continually. 

Every action is a kiss. 


There is a country of disorder, 

For away, near to us, 

Where is your passport? where is mine? 
Patrols of chance and fear decline 
Although we have declared our sins 
To show us where that land begins. 
Every action is a kiss. 
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POEM 


Hair in the mouth. Lilac. Music. Lips 
Lost in the dark. Foam 
Falling all night from the thundering 
Wave. Man come home. 


_ Under and over me unseen breasts and arms 
4 Whose least movement discloses 
Perfume of figs and of herbs, of dried 
Petals of roses. 


Breathing of stars. Fondling. Rustling. Smoke 
Dark in the eyes of sleep. 


All night the long-gowned graces wandering 


Far and deep. 


How often waking, waking lonely now 
No more but thigh to thigh, 


Stretched out sleep-heavy hand for love 


And found you by. 
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Yes always you there? oh how often the dead 
Wood touched would willing flower 
In scarlet bells of love ringing 
Their advent hour! 


How often, hands? how often, lips and eyes? 
How many, curious tongue, 
Your thrusts between the teeth, your probings? 


How many, among 


The fallen hair and curtains of the night, 
The low sweet words of love? | 
Or who can count our resurrections 


And fallings-off? 


And how many, after the fire, the soft caresses, 
The traveller’s smiles? Love, who 
Can count the turnings and returnings 
Of me and you? 


Hair on the cheek, Falls. Rivers. Thrush 
Singing asleep. Peace 
Locked in the arms of sleep after 
The last release. 


These arms that held you still are full with you. 
These lips the morning blesses 
Can scarcely breathe its scentless air, 
Still stopped with kisses. 


Around and about me unseen breasts and arms, 
Whose movement discloses 
Faint perfume of figs, herbs, of dried 
Petals of roses. 
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air in the mouth. Stifling. Blinding. Lathering 


Maelstrom all night. Vast 
Thundering and sifting of foam continually. 
Come home at last. 
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DONNA BOWEN 


BREAK SPACE 
FALL BRIGHT 
SWEET SENSE 


All day in all daylight the room phone had not rung 
In the street below the antique wires were strung 
Too taut, must break; space stiffened, how could he get in? 


She kept her room, smooth and serious, feeling her hair 
Gather itself remotely from within 
And fall, bright handfulls of life-flux on the air, 


Anathema of all the ruin predestined there. 
No time to love now, she’d said, but they met too well 
Her eye along the sharp sinew of his life fell, 


Leg, line, and gesture and scarred mouth where she had seen 

What tangles of wire, corroded, he moved between. 

Then it rang, hard with rust. She remembered and put her 
mouth up. 
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In the ungeared roar his voice, only the briefest cup, 
| Hardly a swallow, whet the sweet sense, baffled that swirled 
In the face of the little cold click of the world. 


ae 


LANDSCAPE WITHOUT FIGURES 


Î came in from the real garden and drew the moon after me, 
From mossed walls in (patterns), in from this leaf-mass of tree 
(Dispersed it in fragments) (Restored it in glaze of lawn) 
In from wet beds of low flowers, pulled out of nests of shade, 

And mere tips of grasses in mists from hills conveyed 
Where land lay in hollows that hugged the belly at dawn; 
And came in from the garden, which followed down dim trails, 

ferned, 

Rough now with ruts of tank treads rooting the ground; 
But let it come in and come in from the garden to touch 3 
Antennae of eyesight, in darkness lambent, with such 3 
Lucidity that even came near me clearly the hand 
(Lost contact in groping an alley in Tunis) that found 
Among wreckage the well (but was drifted with sand); 

And last came to warmed earth the numbed elbow had pressed, 
Propped to keep watch this bivouac without rest, 

| Aware of, wholly of, bone-ache, cold in the weird boot, 
Because the moon was in the real garden, now, at tree’s root. 


PURSUIT 


for my father 


I chased you on your blind snow break 

Straight down your drift barred highroads wake. 

Where the wheels spun round in ruts and would not grip, 
I faced your strangers, coddled gun on hip. 
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Kept noting for you continual plausible exits, 
Watched corners, walked out often at night 
In shoes with echoes, walk that always ended 
In banged hotel doors, framing you in light. 


I gnawed your snare, and sprung your loop, and leaped 
With the wild hare to the sewer pipe and lay 

And heard the pulse beat in the thin ears bulge, 

The collie snuffle at the hole of day. 


When cornered in the pew of narrowing churches, 
I nailed your figure to the cross with care, 
And tried to breath the attitude of worship 
Within the smothering light and bloody air. 


Who wants me pulls at me as delicately 

As winter grasses pluck at hampering skirts, 
Who wants, betrays me avidly in snowslides — 
Under my feet the sudden tremor spurts. 


And he puts his hand into my hair and bares my throat, 
And I bite the hand that slew the grey field mouse 

And looped the slip-knot in the sadist’s noose, 

Then listen to the footsteps of my god picket my house. 
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LAZARUS 


Sing of his rising who was glad to sleep: 
His blood spun circled in his startled head, 
Who wished to die was made to rise and walk. 


Sing of his summoning, up from the vault, 4 
Dumb Lazarus staggering back to keep, "a 


Locked in his living stare, the eyes of the dead. 


He touched his hand, his mouth, and found them cold; Y 
Though blood leapt in his hand, although his eyes ni: 
Were wiped of death, he still saw only death; Al 
Though struck with light, he felt the blackened flies = 
Crawl on his eyelids yet, buzz in his breath, 

His body’s stench was all his head could hold. 


And I, I touch your hand, and feel decay 
Wearing the finger, nibbling the tongue away; 
Sealed in molting skin, eyes shutting down, 

I hear the flies that wait, I see the night 
Descending with its darkness through my own, 
I look, but do not see, stare without sight. 
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Could I but touch his hand, whose bones are bright, 
Were you but Lazarus, reborn again, 

O were you Lazarus, come from the stone, 

I should not feel death creeping up your skin, 

Nor sicken with the crumbling in my bone, 

But 1 should sing, burst out the shut of night. 

O leap up, Lazarus, give light, more light, 
Though you give light, more light, I still am blind; 
O love, we stare upon each other’s night, 

Though I endure your dark, you suffer mine. 
This is our night, that we, two humans, gaze 

And stare for likeness in each other's eyes, 

And if the image seen is not our own, 

Or if distorted by that curving glass 

We cannot trust to see what lies behind, 

Which, of the image, or ourselves, is wrong? 

Is it the mirror, or the sight, thai lies? 

But in the quick body’s imagined tomb 

My tongue lies still, my mouth can sing nor praise, 
And Lazarus lies dead, and will not rise. 


Sing though there is no echo but your own, 
Sing to the four cold walls, sing to the flies, 
Sing, Lazarus, descending, for we find, 
Bound up in us, the miracle is done, 

Who sing not rising from, but turning, stone: 
Sing of our death, who sing despite the night. 
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A PEOPLE OF GRASS 


He maundered about the city of Rome all day, misplaced. 
It was May, hot and dark and rainy, a bad spring. But in 
late afternoon, a little before dusk, the skies cleared as he 
was walking through the Borghese Gardens. Suddenly, in a 
green clearing under great green trees, a flock of little orphan 
girls from a Convent were playing and singing on the green. 
They wore pink dresses and four Nuns watched over them. 
Here in the gardens in late golden sunlight there danced and 
whirled all the pink little girls. He went closer and lay on his 
stomach in the grass at the edge of the green where they danc- 
| ed and watched them. Some who had fallen or rolled in the 
new grass had the stain of grass on their pink dresses. Some 
. wore ear-rings they had made out of grass seeds, and bracelets 
and necklaces woven of grass and poppies; and watching them 
as he lay in the grass, there cleared in his mind an old confus- 
ion of a faraway afternoon, in one Maytime. 

It was a memory of a sunny May afternoon in Woodland 
Park in faraway Texas with a soft wind in the great pinetrees 
under which the school had made a clearing for the Grammar 
School May Fete. This was an enchanted day, and the brother’s 
costume as a King of Flowers was ready and his sister’s as a 
poppy was finally made. The brother had a silver wand, a 
silver crown made just of cardboard but covered over with 
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silver paper, and the crown and wand lay waiting beyond his | 


touch on top of the glass chinacloset that had been his 


grandmother’s. The brother kept the crown for many years, | 


though the stars soon fell off and the silver burnished quickly; 


and lying there in the grass he wished that he might have it — 


again, though it would change nothing. 


The sister’s dress was a poppy, all of crepepaper, crimson i 


and green, and for her head there was a little cap of an invert- 
ed poppy bloom with the green stem on it. Her costume lay 
spread on the bed in the extra bedroom that was to become 


her own when she was old enough to take it and no longer | 


afraid to sleep alone away from the rest of the family. It was 
the most fragile dress, sewn with such distress by the mother 
who every day had spoken of the difficulty of it and how she 
thought she would never make it right had she all her life to 
try. It did not last nearly so long as the brother’s King’s crown 
and his silver wand. 


Mayday seemed never to arrive but always hung at the 
edge of « Thursday, » until suddenly it was there, and there 
was the little family walking on the way to Woodland Park, 
the children in their costumes finally their own, holding hands 
and leading the way, the mother and father marching solemnly 
behind. The mother’s eyes watched with resignation the im- 
perfect stem drooping on the sister’s head as she walked care- 
fully ahead. The brother could not see his crown, but he 
knew the sunshine was making it glisten, for he could see the 
way the silver wand, which he held very carefully as he 
walked, shone in the golden Mayday light. The sister walked 
never so carefully in her life so as not to spoil her poppy dress, 
because her mother had warned her severely that the crepe- 
paper would stretch out of shape or perhaps even shatter, it 
was so ephemeral as any bloom, if she leapt or ran. One 
wondered how she could possibly dance the Maypole dance in 
it. She would have to do it very delicately. 


At Woodland Park, a wide green slope on the banks of 
Chocolate Bayou, there was a resplendent May crowd standing 
and walking about. There were gay lemonade booths decorated 
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with colored papers, kiosks with colored lanterns swinging in 
the breeze, tent-topped stands where ices were sold, rustling 
in layers of Dennison paper and flags of ribbons. In the middle 
of the park was the clearing and in the center of the clearing 
was the grand Maypole, tall and strong, with its blue and 
white paper streamers drawn down and held in place at its 
base, waiting for each dancer’s hand to take its own. The 
wind was trilling the whole delicate construction and there 
was such a silken rustling sound of paper and leaves that the 
whole frail world seemed to be made of leaf and bloom, all 
trembling and shining in sunlight and wind. How one hoped 
that the Maypole dancers would do it right, as they had been 
instructed through so many days of pratice in the school 
auditorium. They had only one chance. Everything gave the 
feeling of extreme delicacy and momentariness, this transient 
afternoon, an expendable moment of May, that rain could fade 
and wilt, wind could tear and blow away. 

The brother and sister found their assembling groups, the 
sister with her friends who were flowers: roses, tulips, lilies, 
and a few difficult wisterias. The mothers had done a good 
job of making the costumes, after the teachers’ guidance. They 
had spent two tedious weeks all sewing delicate stuff in one 


of the classrooms after school. The brother’s costume was 


only a black suit, but his very first to own, coat and trousers, 
and a white shirt and tie; and that in itself was enough to 
make it a special day. But it was the crown and the wand 


- that made all the magic. 


As the brother was the King of Flowers, he had to stand 
alone at his place of entrance, for there was not even a Queen 
of Flowers... why, one did not know or had not even thought 
of. His task would be to move among the bent little girls, all 
in a crowd, and gently touch each of them with his wand and 
so bring them up to bloom, while the lovely but somehow 
so deeply sad music of « Welcome Sweet Springtime » played 
out from the piano. He waited with a thrilling and terrible 
fright. He was second on the program, since the first thing 
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was the entrance and procession of the King and Queen of 
May with all their court. 

It began, and a boy walked stiffly out from the crowd, 
took his place by the empty throne and blew a fanfare on his 
bugle. He blew it right, thank goodness, and for the first time; 
and so there was no danger of giggles among the flowers who 
had not been able to control themselves during rehearsals 
when the bugle splattered and made no fanfare at all. After 
the perfect fanfare, everyone was very quiet and the piano 
began. The Court entered the clearing. The brother began to 
have a throbbing headache and to feel deeply sick. Out came | 
the flower girls, the littlest, throwing rose petals to make a | 


path for the king and queen; but the jester who followed, all 
in bells and pointed paper, kicked up the petals, against all _ 
admonitions in rehearsals, and this was the first wrong thing. 
The brother grew sicker. Then the princesses came, then the 
princes, the dukes and duchesses, and finally the King and 
Queen, whom the school had voted for. The piano was rolling 
out its Coronation March when the brother ran behind it, 
the music bursting in his head, and vomited there behind the 


piano, holding the crown with both hands to keep it from 
falling. The brother thought he might die from sickness and 
fright. But he felt better, now, though shamed a little, and 
he went back to his place. Now the court was seated, and 
without mishap, looking like a whole garden of flowers, and 
there was great applause. A pause, and then the familiar 
melody of « Welcome Sweet Springtime » which had haunted 
him ever since they had begun practicing. Suddenly all the 
flowers ran out into the clearing and fell to the ground around 
the Maypole, finding their streamers. 

Then in a moment of blindness and exaltation, the brother 
heard his cue of music and it was time for him to come in 
among the flowers. He did not know what he did, but he re- 
membered only a feeling of deep deep sadness and loveliness 
as he entered the clearing and moved among the folded flowers, 
touching each with his silver wand and bringing each up to 
flowering, all the beautiful little girls who have so long ago 
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vanished to many places and none ever so wild and shy again 
as this afternoon in a golden park of pinetrees and flowers, 
and the whole Maypole began to open out like an enormous 
paper parasol. The brother knew when he came to the poppy 
that was his sister, for in an instant he saw, as he lowered his 
wand, that green fault in the stem which his mother had been 
so grieved at not being able to make properly, though the 
other mothers had said it would do and not to worry about it; 
and in the last weeks it had become the anxiety of the house- 
hold. Once the mother even wept with despair over the stem 
and said, biting her lip and looking out the window, « I just 
cannot make it right»; and he had heard his mother and 
father speaking softly about it in the night. «It will be all 
right if you don’t make it just perfect, » the father had consol- 
ed her. « Children don’t notice those little things.» The 
brother and sister had been profoundly worried about the stem 
and wished, as they walked to school, that their mother could 
make it right. The brother even prayed for it at night, finishing 
his memorized prayer with « Lord help my mother to make 
the poppy stem right. » Then it was, as he lowered his wand 
to touch it, that the little green stem seemed the doom of the 
household and a tragic sign of human ineptitude. 

The brother tremblingly touched the green stem on his 
sister’s head that seemed at that instant symbol of their 
mother’s grief and innocence, and he felt his sister rise half- 
way, saw her trod a petal of her dress, and then he saw her 
stumble and fall. He saw in a mist of tears a vision of his 
‘mother and his father and his sister and himself standing 
together in the clearing, the Maypole a twisted stalk of knot- 
ted paper behind them and casting a shadow like the cross 
over them, his sister in her withered poppy dress and he in 
his suit with his burnished crown slid down over his eyes like 
a blindfold and holding the silver wand that mocked him, 
his mother grieved and humble and pale, his father bent and 
ruined: and he heard the thunderous laughter and soughing 
sigh, like a storm in the trees, of a vast crowd of May persons 
who, dressed in paper and leaves and petals, seemed to have 
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come for a moment out of the trees and the grass and rushes © | 
of the Bayou that ran below the clearing, demoniacal and — | 
green, an assembly of judges and mockers and revelers. How il 
cruel and how lovely was May, when everything was impetuous 
and passionate and unforgiving. And he could hear his mother’s 
voice before the green gathering, « I could not make it right. » 


The brother reeled back from his sister for a moment, 
but for some reason which he could not understand until many 
years later, until this moment when he lay in the grass of a 
foreign city on the rim of a little park where a crowd of orphan 
children played on the grass, he could not move himself to || 
help his sister up. She had torn her frail paper dress; she was 
crying. The brother stood over his sister and his wand hung 
from his limp hand and dragged the ground and he began to 
cry, too, and there was a long interruption with the sister and 
brother crying, flower and King of Flowers in the green clear- 
ing in the sunshine circled round by a world of faces, friend 
and stranger, all people of May, the music of « Welcome Sweet 
Springtime » playing on, so very sorrowful now, it seemed. 
Some of the flowers not yet brought to bloom by the wand 
could not restrain themselves from peeping up to see what 
had happened, and the whole garden was on the verge of 
disaster. In another minute a teacher had rushed out to help 
the sister up and motioned to the brother to go on. Yet he had 
not been able to help his sister come to flower, as he or 
nothing in this world could help his mother make the proper 
stem; and in that moment he knew certainly that no one ever 
could, no hand or wand but some hand of God or wand of wind 
or rain, something like that, beyond the touch of human 
hands. 

When the whole garden of flowers was in full perfect 
bloom, except for the flaw of his sister whose dress was torn 
and one petal dragging behind her, and the Maypole opened 
out and glittering in the sunlight, the brother moved out of 
the clearing and into the crowd and found his way to hide 
behind the piano where he wept bitterly as it went on playing 
the sad springtime air. His throat ached, scorched with the 
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lime of grief for his sister, for his mother, for this bitter time 
of May, and for his first suit and tie which seemed, then, 
to have something to do with some deep disaster of afternoon 
that even the crown and the wand could not alter or transform. 
Yet he was in love with May and that, too, was a part of it, 
his loving all May things and the heartbreak waiting within 
them. 


Behind the piano he wept bitterly in honor of more than 
he could know then or ever fully know. And he felt again as 
he had so many times before, already, in his very beginning 
life, that gentle blue visitation of a sense of tragic unfulfilment — 
in humanity, a doom of incompleteness in its heritage, never 
quite brought to perfect bloom, as though its lighted way had 
been crossed with a shadow of doom; and mistouched, stumb- 
ling, carrying its flaw upon its brow and shying for the touch 
of a glancing wand it could not rise, but struggling to rise it 
tore its flesh and limped into its dance. 


Now the flowers were standing in their circle round the 
unfurled Maypole and in another minute they were dancing 
the Maypole dance, and the sister was there. The brother saw 
his sister dancing round and round, weaving her blue ribbon 
in and out without one mistake, pale and beautiful and 
 melancholy in her torn dress, dragging along with her as she 
lept, as if she were a little lame, the broken petal of the dress 
that seemed already to be withering, and upon her forehead 
the fallen blighted stem drooped and bobbled, grotesque and 

mocking like a little green horn on her brow; and the brother 
saw, as the whole May Fete witnessed, that surely the sister 
was the loveliest performer of all the Maypole dancers, an 
aereal creature wan from tears and early failure, touched with 
some pale light, skipping and singing softly in a visionary 
moment of unearthly beauty under some Divine touch; and 
he, like her, in those moments, felt touched, too, by some wand 
of delicate heartbroken heroism held by the demon King that 
lives in May, that momentary month that would pass and never 
come again until the world and all its flowers and grass had 
been burnt by the summer sun, had faded with the withering 
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of autumn and buried in the death of winter... until the 
Maypole’s ribbons of paper would fade and the poppy dress 
wither and shatter, the wand tarnish and the cardboard crown 
moult its silver stars and burnish. 

And there in the center of the green at the end of this 
heroic and hazardous performance, all the dancers gone away 
and the dance over, stood the enduring Maypole woven and 
plaited without one flaw as if it were ageless marble; and in 
the empty clearing there lay upon the mown grass of May 
the lost petal from the poppy dress. 

When they came home from the May Fete, the mother 
consoled the brother and sister, and it all seemed to pass. But 
who was to console the mother? She bore the heartbreak of 
the May Fete deeply and quietly, but her anguish was 
profound. That night, as she was preparing supper and the 
brother stood by her at the stove, he wanted to speak some 
secret to his mother that would bring back joy and ease her 
sorrow of the afternoon. But what was there to say, then? It 
would have to pass, in that tragic speechlessness all must suffer. 
So it all passed, certainly, for what was there to stop it or 
hold it or change it? Still, there was something to say about 
it all — nothing that could stop it or change it, but something 
to explain; and did the mother know that, too, that gift of 
flaw upon the brow that darkens us and stumbles us down and 
lightens us and lifts us to dance like a race of angels? 

Now he was watching and hearing the little girls in the 
garden, again; but after another moment he was standing, and 
then, looking back at them, he walked away, touching with 
the fingers that had long ago held the tragie wand the stain 
of grass on his white trousers. Bitter grass! The bitter water 
of the fountains of this eternal city is surely for the watering 
of grass, he thought. Bitter love of God that must suffer for 
his people of grass whom the planting wind blows over and 
withers! Bitter May, bitter love! Bitter flesh! the old unvan- 
quishable bitter green stain upon it that tells the story of our 
oh great glory of flesh of grass. 
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Rose he from green woods in a robin morning 
Rose, a boy’s joy running larks in his throat, 

Met sun, met wind, at the flowering hilltop 

And hailed below the river-winding boat. 

Saw him there, in the meadow’s hourless hours 
Above the belled houses, taking a dream-spilt day, 
Stone-cut, beech-deep, he placed his awkward heart 
High on the hill before he walked away. 
Went he whistling soft through a robin morning 
Slow, to his home-held elders in the town, 

Met sun, met wind, who never met himself 


Nor yet the wood-green girl he followed, coming down. 


WATCHERS AT SUNSET 


With evening here 
to cradle the waves 
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the loud earth stilled 
and the dark trees 


lanterned with birds | 
we stand alone «| 


on love’s frail acre ii 
held to the planet’s turn 


as the long shadows go 
knelled by the sea’s 


metric whisper 
past all countries that we know. 


(Look where the sun 
drowns now, at the pier’s end) = 


O love draw close 
in this dimming world | 


in this humbling hour 
draw close and hear 


our webbed voices 
falling far away 


down caverns in 
the cloven air 


where we tremble 
where we tremble 


in the dying light 
to hear the toll 
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and telling of che night. 


(Above, the false birds 
are shifting in the trees) 


SONG FOR TWO HANDS 


love that unwinds me 
bind me 

with your duress 
sustain this caress 


your hand the symbol 


of the mind’s tremble 


bend close your weight 


on the rasping gate 


I, stone or water, 
in love’s matter 

the reed or flint 
with sweet intent 


words unspoken 
bear me token 
in love’s white shallows 


prepare me gallows 


in love’s shaking depths 
increase my steps 

whose cavern, desire 
coals its own fire 
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love that unwinds me 
bind me 

with your duress 
sustain this caress 


THE POET AS OPTIMIST 


(And why 

And wherefore 

And to what end 

These sounds assembled?) 


Much is perceived among echoes, 
Hear, then, these windfall words 
These perpetual legends falling 
Across summer afternoons © 
When the muted mind fails 

And reason has been shattered, 


These words, bequeathed by memory, 
These sounds that come to break 
Silences in suspended rooms where 
We wait, as we have always waited, 
For the exalted message, magnificent 
As other people's lives. 


THE VOW 


On the long voyage to silence 
many have been betrayed, 
I wish only to betray myself. 
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That day the sun 

Walked me proud, 
Walked me high 

Above the weather 1; 
Leapt me forth 
To the hills, going = 
As the fox goes EN 
Sure and cunning. ci È 


Through lanes of light. 


Nor any bayed me back 
With horn or warning 


On that fair morning, Ya 

Not for me or mine Be 
2 The haggle of hounds, y 4 
i No kill, no quarry here E 
4 Where walked me high 2104 
= Above the weather 1; SA 
In that proud time. i 
vu 
ES 
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I LOVE YOU BATTY SISTERS 


In the Andreanof Islands I’ve. seen dogs sitting in . 
the snow bewitched by the playing of the Northern - 

Lights; everywhere I’ve ever been I’ve watched 
anecdote crystallize into legend, and seen hearsay, 
muddy and shapeless, taking the pure form of 
myth. 


Dr. S. WırroucHpy, in Vues d’Optiques 


There were these two sisters in Mobile, you know what 
two sisters in the South can be, I mean they stayed just 
sisters, and they spent a lot of time just being sisters, and 
were called the Tolliver « Girls » even when they were older 
than time itself. They were ordinary girls, really, neither 
pretty nor plain, their dress neither flamboyant nor prim — 
at first. But they were sisters and abetted one another, and 
there’s part of their history. 

They lived down on St. Anthony Street, not far from 
Fresh-Air Charlie. They had beaux, they had young men 
who came in groups to drink chocolate and sing l’m the Mes- 
senger Boy in Demand to mandolin accompaniment, and 
afterwards go on to stronger brew at Klosky’s Saloon or more 
audacious company at Shreveport Sue’s. 

Their father kept a very good restaurant down on Royal 
Street, though they scarcely set foot in it, and sold it as soon 
as he died. He left them well fixed anyway, and what with 
the money left from the sale of the business, they had a pretty 
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penny, especially for those days. So they thought they’d travel. 
The St. Louis Exposition was going full blast at the time, so 
nothing would do but iraipse off and come home loaded down 
with cutglass souvenir cups, and spools of passementerie. That’s 
when it was — on their return to Mobile — that they decided 
never to return to a place where they’d had a really good time. 
Of course this brought up big disagreements as to how good 
a time constituted a good enough time to never go back to 
any one particular place. Nobody ever knew how they worked 
it all out, but supposed they had little meetings and voted. 

Once they went to Montgomery just when the Jesse French 
Piano Company was opening a new showroom and music store. 
Their visit coincided with the opening of a new trolley line. 
They were both musical, so they sailed right into the Jesse 
French shop and played 1 Want My Chicken Back with varia- 
tions, on two pianos. They played with their eyes closed and 
heads thrown back. 

« Chicken? » whispered the wide-eyed manager of the 
store, staring at their Gainsborough hats. « Ostrich alone, of 
all the bird kingdom, will suffice these girls. » 

Their music was so enticing — they were playing crazy 
quick ragtime — that all the trolleys stopped in the street 


- to listen. 


«For music is a precious joy!» cried out Belladair. 

«Amen! » said Mary Cross. 

So there was another return to Mobile with both sisters 
flushed and elated and full of things to tell, and there was 
another place they’d enjoyed themselves, and couldn't go back. 
Birmingham was soon out of the question, too, not because 
they liked that city, but because they had cousins in all the 
little towns on the way, and spent summers of at least two- 
week stays with all in turn. The fact is, Belladair and Mary 
Cross were seldom not enjoying themselves. They had a lovely 
time in New Orleans, staying at the old St. Charles Hotel, and 
playing at petty shoplifting in the big department stores: 
spools of colored thread mostly. Soon New Orleans was relegat- 
ed to recollected pleasure, and Slidell, Bay St. Louis, Pass 
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Christian, Gulfport, Biloxi, Pascagoula and Gautier each in 
turn visited, enjoyed, and consigned to memory’s lovely limbo. 

They’d always detested Atlanta, because of an aunt there, 
so they did their fancy shopping in that city, having worked 
out a bus and train route that took them through all the 
dullest backwoods landscape, so they wouldn’t enjoy them- 
selves. Only, one spring they got fooled, for it rained and 
rained and the creeks and branches overflowed and they were 
detoured and passed through marshy woods full of dogwood 
trees in full bloom, lacey white, like something ghostly amidst 


the cypress and Spanish moss. They saw Judas trees flaming | 


in the pale spring sunlight, under a blue sky harboring a 
flotilla of brisk white clouds. And climax of climaxes, they 
passed through La Grange and on the road near that town 
they saw the famous old cowcumber magnolia in full bloom, | 
extravagant and towering. The old Yaupon Springs hotel 
where they passed the night had a pianola and they listened 
enraptured to jumpy renditions of the Moonlight Sonata and 
Pony Girls, Pony Girls, Gallop Away. You know where all 
this led: Atlanta was soon removed from their map. 

«Soon,» sighed Belladair, «we'll have to enter a 
monastery. » 

«I wonder, » replied Mary Cross, « if that’s really what 
you mean? » 


So at last all roads were closed and they stayed forever 
in Mobile, and visited their friends in the suburbs: at Isle 
aux Oies, on Dog River, at Spring Hill, and across the Bay. 
They were sitting on the pier of the Alba Club one day, an 
allegory of any two deities on any promontory jutting into any 
blue water under a cobalt sky, when their cousin Mrs. Henry 
Fifield brought her little grandson to leave in their care while 
she went to fetch crabs down at the Bridge. 

« Will he be good? » asked Belladair suspiciously. « Or 
must we pitch him overboard? » 

«Oh, he’ll be good, won't you, hon? » said Mrs. Fifield, 
turning to Bartie, the boy. 
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« Mmmmmnm, » replied Bartie, staring at Mary Cross’ 
wooden beads. 

«Oh, well, » said Mary Cross. 

But as soon as the grandmother had gone off, after kiss- 
ing the child, Belladair turned to Mary Cross and said in a 
low voice, « Sister, what do alligators eat? » 

« Corporeal Corruption, sister, one would think you'd 
been born stupid — people, of course! » 

« Oh, Mary Cross! » 

«And a few dogs, I reckon. They love dogs. When a dog 
is in swimming, alligators in the bayous a mile away will come 
scooting, just clanking their teeth to get him. » 

«How do they know the dogs are there? » 

« They smell ’em. » 

« How can they smell under water? » 

« Well, sister, you ask them! » 

« Not likely. » 

« Oh, they like watermelon rinds, too, I forgot that. They 
really like watermelon rinds. » 

« Well, Mary Cross, what do alligators really eat? They 
don’t get people or dogs every day, nor watermelon rinds 
either, for the perfectly good reason that in winter neither 
people nor dogs go swimming, only lunaties like Fresh-Air 
Charlie; nor do they get watermelon rinds overboard when 
they are not in season. Defies logic. If I asked you what do 
people eat, you’d say chicken and black-eyed peas, but I betcha 
there are people don’t eat either, never even smelt "em. » 

« Inconceivable. » 

All this time the child, forgotten, had grown more silent 
and motionless and now was edging his way under a wooden 
bench. 

« Well, » suddenly cried Belladair in a furious good humor, 
all giggles, « Alligators would rather eat little-old bad boys 
than a gallon of ice cream. » 

Mary Cross glared; she was not given to frightening 
children. « What they really like, Belladair, is well-seasoned 
spinster meat, and I’d as soon push you off this wharf as pinch 
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you.» And she pinched Belladair’s leg hard. Belladair spit ill 
a mouthful of persimmon seeds at her sister, but they missed || 
and clattered on the wharf, some fell through the cracks and || 
splashed below. || 

They neither one knew of course that they’d entered || 
Bartie’s life with a crash of thunder and become his favorite 
dragons in two minutes flat. All summer he was left in their | 
care, and if not, he trailed after them at a respectful distance, | 
delighted to be faintly chilled by their conversation despite 
the blazing sun, and never drawing a sign of simple recogni- 
tion nor a confidence from the two ladies. They adored to . 
impose and terrify but never realized the gamut of love, and 
never knew how they had confronted Bartie on that ultra rim 
where fear and love are mingled. 


Years passed in grand and stately tempo, with visits and 
gossips, until one October when they returned to town from 
a month at Dog River. As they came into the musty house 
(they always moved as quietly as shadow) they felt a presence, 


and tiptoed into the back parlor and there was a young man 
with black ringlets, in beat-up rather seafaring clothes, stretch- 
ed out fast asleep on the sacred moss-green sofa where their 
Papa had napped after lunch all his life. They both gazed 
and came all over prickles, stood there clutching one another 
like plumtrees in a storm, till Mary Cross drew Belladair out 
into the hall, whispering instructions. Belladair ran across the 
street to telephone and the police arrived in no time at all. 
They stormed into the house, a whole posse of them, and 
seized the young man roughly, just as he was waking up. The 
Tollivers were delighted to have a real live criminal trapped 
in their house and studied him closely. He was young and 
had an open-air color about him. He only smiled, and never 
for a moment quailed or fought, even when the police grabbed 
him and pulled him about till his shirt was torn off. When 
they were dragging him down the steps to clap him in the 
Black Maria and haul him off to the hoosegow, Miss Mary 
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Cross spoke up, from her high front gallery (standing next to 
her forty-year-old Boston fern that was descended from one 
belonging to Augusta Evans Wilson, the celebrated author of 
St. Elmo) and she said, « If you please, I’d just like to ask 
that young man what he was looking for in our house. » 

« Money, » he replied right away. « Because not only am 
I hungry, but I have a yen to travel to Fort Deposit and see 
my folks there. » 

At which both sisters laughed, but Belladair said, « Dint 
you have your breakfast? » 

«No, ma’am, I haven’t touched no victuals save a cant- 
aloupe and some saltine crackers for nigh-on two days now. » 

Belladair blinked at that and whispered into Mary Cross’ 
ear. Mary Cross thundered out, her voice carrying a block, 
« Well, officers, you better just fetch that young man back 
in this house, for I intend to feed him before he goes to 
jail. » 

« Miss Tolliver, you can’t do that,» groaned one of the 
cops. « Besides, we feed our prisoners. » 

« Nonsense! » snapped Miss Mary Cross, « the whole wide 
weary world knows that all you give the pore fools you got 
locked up down there is navy beans, and cornbread made out 
of sawdust — bring that boy in this house! » 
| Whereupon Belladair piped up and yelled in her squeaky 
voice, « Our mother was a Wingate, and we will not have a 
growing boy going to jail hungry. Besides, it’s Sunday. » 

Well, this growing boy was thirty if he was a day, but 
‘ he flashed them a toothy grin, and the old ladies giggled, so 
what can you do, the whole police and fire departments are 
as nothing before the delicate gold-wire wills of such as Miss 
Belladair and Miss Mary Cross: they had their way. 

Once in the house they ran around like spinning mice 
preparing a real banquet for their favorite housebreaker; while 
he, in turn, stuffed it down, and turned in a plate wiped 
clean and paid them the compliment of a sigh or so and two 
or three expressive belches. These rough masculine signs of 


genuine enjoyment pleased their ladylike hearts and they 
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ended making him have a bath, and giving him one of their | | 
late papa’s shirts to wear. | | 

«He might as well set out neat and clean for your ole | 
roachtrap, » Mary Cross told the policeman who had been | 
detailed to stay and guard the robber. The policeman became | 
the villain of the piece immediately, you see, and while the 
robber dined, attended by his two hectic Hebes, they all three | 
would cast mute but pointed glances at that cop sitting out 
on the backporch sniffing the air wistfully. In the course of 
the afternoon he developed some small uneasiness and a large 
appetite. 

When time came for him to set out for the jailhouse in 
spite of all their delaying tactics, they decided to go too, 
and were so delighted to ride in the Black Maria they never 
even noticed Bartie, now thirteen and serious, watching wide- 
eyed from the corner of their yard. But ride they did and 
bailed out the housebreaker after he was docketed. He thank- 
ed them sweetly, and gave them both pecks on the cheeks, 
so they bought him a ticket on the L and N, and sent him 
home to Fort Deposit. Even when they came back home and 
realized he had stolen the kitchen money out the Calumet 
can where they kept it, tkey weren’t annoyed. They were only 
a little sad as they sat in the parlor sipping their cokes, gazing 
out the window to watch the yellow butterflies that come when 
summer ends. 

When they discussed it at length they reluctantly realized 
they could never go out and about again: now they were 
confined to their own yard. The triumphant ride across town 
to the jailhouse had been a Major Pleasure. 


After that they never left their own yard, had the groceries 
sent from the corner store. Time went peacefully for two or 
three years then those three years came when there was no 
frost on the Gulf Coast, and summer went right on to the 


following January, with summer flowers going right on with 
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three or four or more sessions of blooming. Plants they didn’t 
know they had, or that had been neglected since their father’s 
time, sprang up and blossomed frantically. A Vilma Vine that 
Prof. Steele the naturalist had sent their mother climbed up 
to the second floor gallery and threw golden flowers all over 
the place. One old stringy thing in the front yard surprised 
them plenty when it grew up and bloomed and was a ginger 
plant. They had had it sitting there doing absolutely nothing 
for at least forty years. But the flowers! Soon as they cut 
them, they came crowding out again, and those sisters got 
real silly over it after a while. 

«So tired of zinnias, especially Liliputians, » moaned 
Belladair. « Tired of looking into their silly little old faces. » 

« Think about snow, just think about snow, that’s what 
Pm doing, » said Mary Cross with eyes squinched tightly shut. 
«Pm thinking about snow. » 

« Snow in Mobile? » 

« Well, that’s what I’m thinking about. » 


« Well, Pm not. Pm thinking of St. Brigetina whose | 


martyrdom was she was smothered in flowers, that's what Pm 
thinking about. » 
You can guess the results: they went indoors and they 


_ never came out any more. They just stayed indoors, making 


handicrafts or giggling and looking at themselves in the 
mirrors. They’d make things like dresser scarves of linen with 
a design in red and brown floss of a windmill in the center 
and around the border what may have been tulips or what may 
have been a single-line marching party of drugstore beetles. 
The important thing is, those scarves are indestructible and 
lots of families in Mobile have them yet. 

Then for a while their house was opened during the 
Azalea Season as a showplace for tourists, and when it was 
swept and dusted by the ladies of the Garden Club, it proved 
a charming image of the past. Mary Cross and Belladair at 
first hid in their rooms, but they soon began to enjoy hobnobb- 
ing with the gawking visitors who poured through their 
parlors while a taffy-haired girl droned out a history of the 
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old house as she peeled off her fingernail polish. Being by 
now short of funds, Belladair and Mary Cross hit upon a 
wonderful way of raising money. In the dining room was a 
bronze chandelier from France, eirca 1840, very Louis Phillipe, 
. with clambering metal convolvuli with tendrils and leaves. At 
the top was a kind of little cup around the chain that held 
the fixture to the ceiling. 

« Betcha can’t spin a quarter into that gold cup,» Mary 
Cross would say, ignoring visitors. 

« Bet I can, » Belladair would retort, pulling a coin from 


her pocket. She’d try and miss every time. Then Mary Cross || 


would try and fail. Soon, naturally, all the males would offer 
in gallantry to show them how it was done. They collected as 
high as $ 3.75 in one day from that cup, pulling the stepladder 


from the butler’s pantry every day at six when the tourists | 


were locked out. Later, they were forced to sell their furniture, 
and the tours ended. They sold the silver and crystal next, 
finally the window draperies. 

One day as they sat in their almost-empty parlor, Mary 
Cross, who had been staring at the ceiling, suddenly gave a 
start, and said to Belladair, « Tell me the truth! » 

« What truth? The truth about what? » quavered Bel- 
ladair, her pink mouth trembling. 

« About everything! » cried Mary Cross, seizing her sister’s 
shoulders. « About us! About just one thing! » 

« What? » 

« About Papa — did you really like him? » 

Belladair’s mouth fell open and for a long instant she 
stared in Mary Cross’ blazing eyes. Then she replied in a 
low voice, « No, the truth is, I didn’t.» So they looked at 
each other for a long space of time, then burst out laughing. 
How they laughed! rocking back and forth, their feet stamp- 
ing the ground, their hands clasped together. 


Bartie, now Bart, now grown and home from the army, 
bony, but not underweight, having passed repeatedly by the 
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Tolliver house, at last saw a sign of life. The door slowly 

| opened. He stared hard, wrinkling his brow in concentration 
— he hoped to learn something. Here they came: Mary Cross 
opened the door; she was 82 with short spikey hair, and a 
shapeless tweed costume given distinction by a furpiece of 

- colorless spikey fur which so blended with her own hair that 
from behind, by moonlight, one would have said a tomcat sat 
on a cotton bale. She carried a velvet reticule, a paper shop- 
ping bag, and dirty white gloves. She left the door ajar and 
stood on the top step, sullenly kicking oak leaves off the porch. 
Belladair, at 80, was still a little reticent, making her appear- 
ance only after Mary Cross had cast a glance up and down 
the street. Then Beiladair stepped from the shadowed doorway 
as from some lost dimension, as a luna moth leaves its cocoon. 
No light ever penetrated their shuttered pile, so she stood 
for a moment dazzled by the sunlight, poised and blinking, 
moving her arms meaninglessly, emanating — so it seemed — 
a dusty light. 

Her hair was dyed jetty black, and on it she wore a huge 
Leghorn straw to protect her complexion — a needless 
apprehension since the most torrid of tropic suns could never 
penetrate the whiteness of her face, white with seventy years 
of studied pallor, white with such applications of rice powder 
that rice powder probably flowed in her veins with the blood 
commonly supposed blue but which more factually was a ruddy 
crimson fired with an excruciating and unbelievable passion 
for life. Her eyes were the color of amber; were set in superb 
bony sockets from between which a lost dessicated prow of 
a nose pointed to distance. The nostrils and mouth were 
young: tiny, tender, rosy and childlike. 

Belladair at 80 was still the tender maiden, delicate and 
upright; while Mary Cross, at 82, was a slightly stooped 
version of the same. Actually their faces might have seemed 
twin, save that twenty years earlier Mary Cross had given up 
rice powder and similar blandishments and now presented a 
mottled tan facade to the world. 

Belladair daintily moved two steps forward and with a 
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pointed toe kicked a leaf down the steps. Mary Cross stepped | 
down one step. Bart, watching, shivered. Then the sisters star- 
ed at the world. No leaf crackled, no locust sang, no breeze 


stirred, the air was still, the sun was still, sounds of traffic from | 
the center of town were miraculously stilled. It seemed they 


now would show their life’s accomplishment: how they’d 
learned to hold time in their grasp. 

Bart was transfixed. This mystery of arrest was the 
spectacle he had awaited. The moment was like a soapbubble 
still affixed to the pipe, still growing, alive, peacock colors 
swirling on a fragile curve. O crazy sisters! he thought. 
Although they were motionless, he knew in his heart they 
were galloping and that if anyone such as he remarked their 
full gallop and unswerving path, that they’d cry out together 
like ingenues that life was running away with them with the 
intent to pitch them into a convenient ditch, crack their gen- 
teel skulls and run off whinnying. But they moved not one 
hair. They had arrested Time and were staring hard into the 
obelisk face, returning hate for hate. The sisters stood there, 
and Bart felt that when they moved again, and he breathed, 
that trees would flare into bloom, seeds split the crust of 
earth, and accumulated sound come crashing about his ears, 
for they were holding the world dead still and when they let 
it go, things would hurry to catch up. 

The moment burst — Mary Cross slowly turned her head, 
and looked at Belladair who moved only her eyes. She held 
out the shopping bag and Belladair took it. Then they descen- 
ded the stairs. 

« Careful, sister, look what that oak tree’s done,» said 
Belladair where the sidewalk was buckled by the oak roots 
under it. 

« I mind it, thank you, » replied Mary Cross with the digni- 
ty of a small nation thanking a larger for the gift of an ugly 
statue. 

The Tolliver Sisters were beginning all over again from 
the beginning. 


Beginning a new epic, a new faring-forth, had sighted a 
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new planet. They both were Ceres and Persephone and both 


| in the space of this fine summer morning would be ravished 


away to the Underworld. Both would weep and search, both, 
in two hours time, spend a long season underground, and 
return home in time for lunch. They were in the world again. 


Bart, still in a trance, knew he had seen what he wanted 


to see: mystery, the unmeasurable, the commonplace strangled 
and skinned. He had come to question the oracle and it had 
replied, saying life. 

He smiled slowly to himself, relieved to find all he 
remembered not only intact but amplified. 

«I hope we can find some good okra,» he heard one of 


. them say, as they tottered up St. Anthony Street. Then he 


came to himself, knew he was free of them for good and all, 
and went off the other way whistling. 
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MEETING 


I'm always losing things and finding them again. 

Why didn’t you stay lost 

In that slow motion shadow world of the mute 

And illuminate Art? = 

At the opposite end of the telephone line 

In that dream nostalgia? 

I called — hello — hello — into the echoing vacuum. 
It was so ethereal 

When every foreign movie star with a husky 

Voice became you. We coursed 

Together in continental night clubs where dusky 
Singers, in smoke evoked YOU. 

Kriemhulde’s revenge was mine; Desdemona’s death; 
The jealousy of Phedre 

It was all so violently wonderful. 

Now tragedies pall; poems are stale; 

I’ve stopped reading. What's the use of going to the movies? 
Why didn’t you glide toward me 

A Russian Princess on the frozen Elizabethan Thames, 
Instead of colliding 

Marcelled, in Persian lamb, in a butcher shop 

On Amsterdam Avenue? 
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Someone inside me started beating a drum. ae 


| Children hooing and twittering, birds chattering, men neighing. — 


We spoke — and fell sprawling el 
Into the empty pool in the rose garden a 
We never should have entered. | 


HOPE col 


Dismal night dissolves into the expanding dome of dawn; RE: 
It is morning. Flickering light flies on filmy wings. 3 
We wake to the miraculous: Rooftops glitter; rings A 
Of snow peaks glisten; gulls cease their whimpering. E: 
The forward gliding whale and the porpoise playing 

And leaping, shatter the coiling currents which drown. 


Home, adrift on the foam of desire, in the loam of censure È 
And the mud of ire, moves steadily, stilly to anchor. 4 
Cathedrals are born. Wavering syllables ripen to core. 


| Women stop cawing and hawking; dogs stop talking and 


baying; 


Rectangles — circles shimmer, speak, whirl, sing: 


The child stands; the woman raises her head; the flame rises. 
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THE PORTRAIT OF YOUR NIECE 


Put the portrait of your niece 
Where the light will never shine: 
Families become a vice, 

Even heiresses are mean. N 


« Everything is for the best, » 
They wired when the worst occurred, 
« Nothing really goes to waste. » 

Wi They made a hat from the dead bird, 


They made a key for the shy lock, 
They made a lock for the lead door, 
They made a door for the torn house, 
Things ran as they had run before. 


We who saw you at the tea 

4 All swore loyally, « you changed! 
si For the better! » (recklessly) 

A « All your scars are rearranged! » 
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Come to the country — you’ve a car? 
For coffee — you can walk that far? 
For Doomsday — can you come to dinner? 
You look much better — are you thinner? 


And now that visitor is home, 
Stripping off her wordless gloves, 
Calling jars and books by name, 
Calling cups and spoons her loves. 


Rooms forget a mistress soon, 
They must be tamed as horses are, 
Like a beast they must be shown 
You are braver than they are. 


A GIFT OF WINTER APPLES 


Remember winter apples 

Wearing a core or two 

And three blue-black flies buzzing round? 
Those apples were for you. 

Those apples were for you, brave boy, 
It seems a shameless pity 

That you should manage to destroy 
While peddling to your city — 

Your city sly, your city strange — 
Her basket, like a brute. 

True that she later may arrange 

To ship you riper fruit, 

But still, rude friend, you cannot say 
Green apples are not nourishing! 


241 


ut Ci PLAN PE PT NT TETE a TE 


il 1 X y 


CAROL HALL 


Twelve seasons you have been away — 
No fallow trees are flourishing. 

Still seemly she, a comely maid 

Save where bad bees have stung her, 
But under trees where you two played 
Lies fruit to rout all hunger. 


BEFORE MY KEPT HANDS CURVED TO FORM 


Brains like bad motors stuttered my escape 
Before my kept hands curved to form this cross. 
Castle and wound, vessel, all kindred, toss 

For a full drink of pure or poisoned sleep. 


Who could not lie forever in your life 
Still as a stone in rain? Falling away, 
I rolled like planets farther in one day 
From joy than diver ever dove from cliff. 


Luck if one body stands, a winning sword, 
Between a fever and a father’s garden. 

I swore to give my left hand to a warden, 

And as you break your bread you keep my word. 


Peace to all windows wide as owls in sleep. 
Also to forests folded as an ear, 

Eager and angry for the wit to keep 

Old sighs alive and strum the streets like fire. 


Let pictures drowned in dark, the sleepless mouse, 
The cat unwatchful on a loyal hearth, 

Move like the shadow of the running earth 

To buy a space of gardens for our house, 
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And may this town swept green by winds and waters 
Nourish in spendthrift sleep your sons and daughters. 


FOUR PURCHASES 


When the shy time came, I found a dime 
To buy a postcard to send out to France. 
When the cold time came, I bought a flame 
To fry the apples I have mourned for since. 


NI E, SA 


Why did I follow to dry fields of sand? 
Why even a maid of ice may fear the wind 
That snaps her wrists and wraps her nights in peace, 


And I not made for ice nor maid of fleece. 


I found a harvest when the hard time came, 

I shook my frights and fruits from foreign trees, 
And now I am the frugal friend of sighs, 

Who once owned flights of birds to seed my name. 


TE RE A en: Ya Ze 


THE SHIP 


Oceans and poles apart, 

Mrs. Huntley and her heart 

Sail calmly, without motion, 
How idle on a painted sea! 
Those dogs of waves, how fitfully 
They barked about emotion. 
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Sensible, absurd, and smart: 
It was not meant to be 
A lively ship on a true sea, 
But an arresting notion. 
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ONE BIG, FINAL DEAL 


It was a day as nearly perfect as any day in all of the 
years I remember. It was a day on a bicycle along a black 
tar road, on a long promenade somewhere between St. Jean 
de Luz and Biarritz in the southwest of France, and the sun 
and the wind were exactly right. A green meadow lay below, 
ending at cliffs that dropped off into the blue-green sea. I 
could taste the cool sweetness of the air, and I was as happy 
as any man can be who is running away. The sun and the 
- thin mountain air had made me forget even Liz, though part 
‘of me knew that when the sun went down, I would remember. 

And then, as I pedaled through the clear sunny day, under 
the pale bright blue of the sky, I heard a better sound than 
I had ever heard, and I realized that from here on, the day 
would never be as perfect. 

It was the sound of a cornet floating on the wind, and 
it had the purity of a golden bell, and it rose up to be tak- 
en away and off to sea by the white clouds. The music 
echoed from the mountain side and then went over the cliffs 
and seemed to rise again with the spray and the foam and 
the ocean wind. 

I slowed my bicycle. 

Something glittered in a meadow below. On a flat slab 
of rock, in the field of grazing cattle, a horn reflected the 


golden afternoon sun. 
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I laughed, in pleasure and in irony. Here I was, pedal- 
ing furiously away from managing and press agenting musi- 
cians, trying to escape a thousand nights of staring at hotel 
ceilings, of too many drinks and too much bicarbonate. 
Here 1 was, biking through Europe, trying to clear my smoke- 
filled lungs, letting the sun burn my pale cheeks, leaving 
Liz behind in the dusty mileage... 

And now it seemed I had come a long way just to hear 
a farmer boy playing his heart out in the bright spring 
weather. 

I had one leg over my bicycle, standing there on the 
road, thinking: « Liz, you ought to be here. Instead of rush- 
ing around Paris from fashion show to fashion show, spinning 
in circles, you ought to be here, with me, listening to this 
fine music. » 

Then, it happened. 

The boy with the horn played a few bars of jazz. 

It soared up from the meadow and was there in the air 
like a rainbow. He followed it with a bop riff, clear and sta- 
catto, pure as a spring rain. 

I let my bicycle fall, my cigarette gone cold in my 
mouth. When I made the long climb down to the meadow, 
I found the boy sitting on that rock, holding the battered 
cornet in his finely muscled hands. 

He was probably about eighteen, with hair like wheat 
bleached from the sun, and cheeks like firm apples, and teeth 
white as milk. Standing there, looking at him, 1 felt as stale 
as a New Year's party in some other year. 

«Do you speak English? » I asked. 

He smiled. « 1 learn it in school. My name is René. » 

« Call me Pete », I said. « Where did you learn to play 
the horn? » 

«From the radio. I listen. » 

«The cows like it? » 

He grinned. « They don't say anything against. » 

« This is your work? » I indicated the cattle. 

He became solemn. (I am the eldest. It is my duty. » 
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«But you like the cornet better? » 

« Music is better than anything,» he said quietly. « But 
it has nothing to do with what one must do. » 

We talked for five minutes. I asked him to play for me. 
He lifted the golden horn and blew one song and then another 
and another. 


I took a deep breath. « Have you ever played with other 
musicians? » 

«Ah, no!» He was delighted. « Only for the animals. » 

I thought of how that smile, and those teeth, would shine 
under a spotlight. « Would you like to play with other music- 
| ians? Good ones. In Paris? » 

« Paris? » René breathed deeply. « I’ve never been to 
Paris. » 

«Tl take you,» I said. 

His smile had gone and he looked straight at me, and his 
eyes were wide and innocent with belief. « I would like that. » 

We talked about it for another ten minutes and then he 
said: « But, first, we must ask the permission of my parents. » 

I almost bowed to the formality of that tone, and kept 
a respectful distance as he sorted out the cow with the bell 
and sent her on her way. 

The kitchen smelled of cheeses and hot fresh bread and 
garlic that was very strong. I could feel the callouses on the 
father’s hand, and I compensated this with a strong grip. 
The mother brought me, with quiet ceremony, wild strawberry 
filled tarts which stung finely in my mouth, and we drank 
hot dark tea. 

Finally I said, in English, that I wanted to take René 
to Paris. René translated. 


The silence was long. Then the father made a short del. 
iberate speech in a language I had never heard. Basque. 

«He wants to know why,» René said to me. 

« Tell him, » I said slowly, « that I am an impresario of 
musicians. I know your love of music, and I want to take 
you to listen to the good ones. » 


247 


SIDNEY STEBEL 


Which was pretty close to the truth. What I wanted 
was to see if René was any good. If he could play with the 
boys in Paris (and I didn’t really think he could, but I 
needed something to relieve my self-imposed monotony, and 
to keep my mind off Liz) I might toy with the idea of import- 
ing him to the States. It could be the big break for me—and 
for Liz. 

With a beret and that smile and that beat-up cornet, the 
crowds would eat him alive. I’ve been knocking around in 
this racket for a long time, and I know what a crowd will 
go for. 

The father had a whispered consultation with the mother. 
Then the father spoke to me, words indistinguishable but alive 
with emotion. 

« He say,» René said, « that they still do not understand, 
but that they will allow it. They like your face. » 

That was the mother, I was sure. And I was a little 
ashamed, and I guess I blushed. Which was.all right, because 
they thought it was embarrassment. The father continued, 
allowing Rene to translate between sentences. 

«It is time René see the capital of France. It is better 
that he go alone, that is, without any other member of the 
family. But he must return, for that is his duty as the com- 
ing head of the family. » 

Rene was standing, tall and strong as a young birch, and 
his roots thrust deep into the soil, finding stability. Music, 
I thought, might lift him toward the sky, but it would never 
loosen the roots. I looked at the father, old and gnarled, 
life still running strong in him. 

I nodded. « I'll see that he gets back all right. » 

We set the date for the trip, shook hands all around, and 
I left, walking my bicycle into the night. 


I stopped at the top of that same promenade, looking over 
the sheer wall of a cliff that dropped dizzily far below, and 
the sound of the breakers came whispering. The ocean surged 
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in, leaping high, beating with an unweary persistence against 


the rock. 


Looking at the sea like that can get to you. You look 
and listen, and pretty soon you feel as if something’s there, 
and in you. 

I postponed the thought of what could happen if the boy 
were any good. I liked him, I would enjoy letting him hear 
good jazz. I would lose nothing. The thought of what gain 
there might be I pushed aside as not immediately relevant. 

And watching the moonlight shimmering in the deep wa- 
ter, I felt suddenly lonely. I thought again of Liz, and delud- 
ed myself that she would enjoy being here, saying nothing, 
content to let herself be caught in the beauty of the night 
and the sea. Knowing as I dreamed that it was a dream, that 
Liz was running madly for the flame of success, a moth, 
delicately singeing herself. And that the feeling she had for 
me was overshadowed by the knowledge that I did not run 
hard enough. And she also thought that was too bad, because 
otherwise I was right for her. 

I brought myself out of it with a shake of the head, re- 
straining a sigh as being out of character. I mounted my 
bicycle and pedaled slowly away, along the road, in the night, 
by the sea. 


Rene kept the train windows wide open all the twelve 
hour trip, letting in the salt air as we rattled along by the 
sea, the hot baked air as we curved inland, and both airs 
heavily laced with sulphurous soot that whipped back occa- 
sionally with the speed of the swaying train. We had the 
compartment to ourselves and made a picnic out of a meal, 
ripping at thick crusty bread, biting into chunks of saucisson, 
garlic and spices crunching under our teeth that released 
mouth-tingling, nose-tightening tastes and smells, and washed 
it all down with astringent red wine. 

René was restless, a combination of the excitement of 
travel and the sadness of leave-taking. He reassured himself 
by talking to me. 
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« Look, Pete. » He pointed. « Such a waste! The corner 
of that field should be cultivated. » And, in the next breath, 
«Is there a great amount of music in Paris? » 

« Paris and music,» I said, « go together. » 

The train rocketed noisily onward, and we passed cattle 
chewing placidly, who favored us with a dull, bovine look. 

« Good milkers, » René said. « Nice and fat. » He judged 
them with the quick, casual eye of an expert. And once 
more, a question about Paris. And again, as a colt, slim and 
nervous, wall-eyed, reared and galloped awkwardly away from 
the noise of our passing, René sighed with pleasure. « He 
will be a beauty. Look, how graceful! » 

- When we arrived in the hot, cavernous, echoing station, 
I looked for fright in him, but didn’t find it. Outside, in 
the crowded narrow streets, he stared inquisitively. The Par- 
isians looked with open-mouthed delight at the slim boy in 
faded denims and bright shirt and rope-soled sandals, a small 
beret perched on the back of his head, carrying a straw suit- 
case with a battered cornet tied to the outside, walking with 
the thin nervous gent in the tweed coat, gab slacks and loafers, 
whose tan didn’t quite hide the pallor of night-living, who 
had deliberately cynical eyes. 


Liz once told me that my appearance of habitual mistrust : 
didn’t cover the naive wonder underneath. 


It was hot, crowded, noisy. Voices shrieked, yelled, talk- 
ed, sang. Car horns made a weird dissonance as pedestrians 
fled from the speeding traffic. Crowds streamed by, currents 
that moved rapidly in all directions, an eddy momentarily 
whirling as two tides converged, finally parted, flowing. 

René wasn’t skittish. He was like a quick darting fish 
who eyes a hook with a delectable morsel, wanting to bite, 
yet wary of the barb beneath. He had the excitement of a 
sparkling champagne, yet had not forgotten the placid warmth 
of his country wine. 

At the hotel, I found a note from Liz. There was a 
phone number. Call me, it said. 
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« What is the matter, Pete? » 

Reading the note, I’d forgotten the kid. He was looking 
concerned. 

« Cher-shay la femme, » I said. 

«You are marry? » 

«No. Pm not marry. » 

«You are going to get marry? » He was very serious. 
He was asking the question I hadn’t put to myself yet. I had 
gone on evading it with the agility of a broken field runner. 

«I don't know, René ». All I knew was that to marry 
Liz I had to get moving. A fast start and sprinting all the way. 

The kid heard something in my voice all right, but he 


had tact. He gave a little shrug, not dismissing it, but telling 


himself and me that it was none of his business and excusing 
himself for the momentary discourtesy. 

I called her hotel. She wasn’t in. I didn’t expect her 
to be. She always had something going. So I left word we 
would pick her up that night. 

« Get some sleep, » I said to René. 

«Can't we go walking, Pete? » 

« No, » I said. « 1 want you rested for tonight. » He didn't 
care for the idea, but he went to the bed and lay down and 


‘turned his face to the wall. 


I sat on the tiny iron-railed balcony, watching the color 
of the city soften as night deepened, sucking on one cigarette 
after another that did nothing to quiet the demanding hung- 
er inside myself, listening to the city grow still; a change 
in tempo as relaxing apéritifs were sipped in a renewal of 
warmth, a sharpening of taste and mind and eye for the pleas- 
ure of the evening ahead. And I knew then that this even- 


ing would be the beginning or the end of many things for me. 


We waited in the lobby of her hotel, which was expensive, 
I knew, because the desk clerk eyed us, like the members 
of a club so exclusive they're suspicious of each other. 

Then 1 spotted Liz. She was looking anxiously about, 
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over in a far corner. I half-waved to her. She smiled and 
walked toward us. | 

That girl had style. It was natural. She moved with 
the controlled grace of a ballet dancer, so delighted to be 
alive that she was a pleasure to watch. Not unless you looked 
very close did you become aware of the clean edge of hard- 
ness there. Her clothes were sharp, chic, simple, provocative, 
and feminine. She was a feminine girl. Something you look 
for and don’t find too often. 

Liz had already adopted a French custom. She pressed 
cheeks with me, her lips brushed mine, and I caught a faint 
breath like rare wine. She hugged me. 

« Wonderful to see you, Pete,» she said. « You look 
good! » 

« Ive been unwinding myself. » 

«I was worried. I thought you were going to unwind 
until one day: poof, no more Pete! » 

«Pl never crack, » I said. 

«You need to get into action. Really get started with 
something! » 

« Yeah. » 

She saw René then, and I introduced them. Rene bowed 
slightly, and shook her hand. 

« He’s a cornet man,» I said, in response to her ques- 
tioning look. « Found him in the south of France. You 
find a lot of things there, though I didn’t expect a cornet 
man. We’re going to hear some jazz tonight ». And, before 
she could get too curious, « But I want to hear what’s been 
happening with you. You can tell all about it at dinner. » 

Liz diverted easily. She was the most selfish person I’ve 
ever known, but with the kind of self-concern you couldn’t 
by angry with. Completely unconscious. Never completely 
hurting or stepping on anyone. Just a fascination with her 
own person and possibilities. 

At dinner, after I stopped René from diluting the wine 
with water, Liz told us about it. She could talk and eat 
simultaneously, savoring each mouthful, giving frequent ex- 
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pressions of delight with the food and the candlelight and 


the dry coldness of the wine. No wasted motion with the 


talk or the food. She ate continental style, fork in left hand, 
knife in right, guiding and loading with a supple wrist, eyes 
lighting with each new taste. 

«Im getting a name as a designer, Pete, » she said. « Are 
you proud of me? And I may have a chance for a Broadway 
show next fall. Not that I’m counting on it, but I’m working 
every angle I know. Oh, Pete, I’m so thrilled! » 

«Pm proud of you, Liz, » I said. 

« It’s all so wonderful. Except something’s missing. Do 
you know what, Pete? » 

« No. What could be missing? » 

« You’re getting hard,» she said, looking away, eyelids 
momentarily shielding the glow, like fireflies on a hot sum- 
mer night. « How about you, Pete? Are you getting there? » 
Is it something to do with René? » 

René looked up at that, smiling, not understanding but 
liking her. 

« It might have, » I said. «I really don’t know, Liz. » 

« You'll have to know pretty soon, Pete. It’s getting 
rather late.» She looked at me over the rim of her glass, 


‘then took a long sip of wine. 


I looked closely at her, and I was shocked. Because even 
in the dim yellow light of the candle I could see fine lines 
radiating outward from eyes and mouth, the slight sag of 
her chin that needed patting with the ends of fingers. Don’t 
misunderstand. I knew she would always be beautiful. 

But she couldn’t wait forever, for she was approaching 
an age when the sparkle would dim, the vitality grow feeble 
as the generator ran down. Waiting for me, she was aging. 
Waiting for me with patience, waiting for me like a pass- 
enger that wants to board a bus and the sign says special 
and it goes by — maybe to return, if the passenger is optimistic, 
at a later hour. But optimism drains, especially if you insist 
on a certain destination, and the transfer has already been 


punched. 
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« You’re right, Liz,» I said. « Time’s running out. The 
hour glass drains. » 

« Please? » asked René. He was worried, looking from 
her to me and her again. And then he did a funny thing. 
He reached out his hands and clasped both of ours, squeez- 
ing gently, a link between us. 

«Finish up,» I said, embarrassed, « We've got to get 
started. » 

« Yes, Pete,» he said, and removed his hands. My em- 
barrassment had gotten to him. 

We walked into a night soft and clear with the absence 
of neon, the lighting gently diffused, soothing to the jangled 
eye and nerves. Liz walked between us, and I was conscious 
of a shoulder's touch, a hand brushing mine, the light frag- 
rance of perfume. And now here we were, and I had to 
decide. I couldn’t float with it any longer. 

But I couldn’t relax. All the way to the joint which had 
some of the better jazz in the city, I tried to clear my 
thoughts. 

In this world, there seems room for only two kinds of 
people, the hurters and the hurt. To make it, you’ve got to 
be a hurter. T’ve seen it, know it, and still can’t get under- 
way. I start the squeeze or the backhanded slap or the swift 
slight bruise and the squeeze becomes a tiny pinch and the 
kick and nothing happens. Because the kick leaves only a 
slap, a caress. 

It'd be better if I didn’t try at all. If you’re going to 
hurt people, you’ve got to go all the way. I plan and I plot 
and I make my arrangements. I’m drunk with the idea. And 
Pm manipulating someone and it’s going to pay dividends — 
until the drunk wears off. I realize that I’m going to hurt 
somebody and I get chicken. I have a hangover while every- 
one else is still loaded. I’m the dead man at the New Year’s 
party. 

If I could stay, if I could laugh with the rest, I'd pro- 
bably be rich tomorrow. But I can’t. Because I couldn’t look 
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at scars l’d caused or men I'd maimed or lives Pd warped 


with my own selfishness. 


That's how it was as we walked through the warm frag- 
rant Paris night, across the flowing Seine to the Left Bank, 
Liz with her hand moist and warm in mine, René bouncing 
and curious and alive. The heat of the idea was cooling. 
I was beginning to wonder what I was doing. God, was I 
shoving people around? You go here, you there! Jump up, 


| down! René, hop through this hoop! Who was 1? What was 


I doing? 
I just didn’t know. 
We walked into a narrow doorway crowded by two build- 


‘ings, down rickety stairs that creaked under our weight. 


I knocked sharply. The door opened, and a character 
with a small moustache and a beret raised his brows. I raised 
mine in turn. 

« You are club members? » 

«No,» I said, and paid him for the three of us. 

The dark cellar whitened with smoke. The walls were 
damp, and oozing moisture. Jazz hit us as we came in. People 
were jammed against a long bar at the side. A waiter recog- 


. nized me and found room for us near the front. We picked 


our way over legs and around bodies flushed with heat and 
excitement, finally squeezed in at a small table. 

René had been hugging that cornet getting through, and 
now he put it down, oblivious to the stares of the crowd. It 
was a young crowd, petite French fillies, students, boys in 
levys trying to look American, all bright-eyed and noisy as 
they talked, drank and listened. 

Up on the stand the boys were finishing a number, and 
for a mostly French outfit it wasn’t too bad. They had a 
nice rocking rhythm and the drummer and the bass knew 
how to keep a tune moving. Though the boy on alto sax 
had a tendency to honk instead of playing clear and clean. 
Maybe he was playing the crowd. You can’t get a rise out 
of some crowds unless you start honking. It excites them. 

When the number was finished I waved at the temor sax 
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man, Rasputin (Monk) Timmons, a colored boy who’d been 
on tour and decided to stay over a while. One of the best | 
tenor men in the country. I handled him at home. He had | 
a beret jammed on his head and a straggly moustache and | 
a bop goatee, wiry black against the pale brown of his skin. | 
Monk was a shrewd boy. À crowd pleaser. 

He grinned when he saw me, told the band to take a i 
break, and started for our table. 


« Why don’t you send him home, Pete? » Liz asked. « He 
can’t make you any money here. » 

«He's enjoying himself,» I said. 

Monk had trouble getting through, but he finally made it. 

« Hey, man! » he said, pumping my hand, «I thought 
you’d melted away in that sun. How’s the ulcers? » 

« Relaxed,» I said. « Very quiet.» I introduced Liz 
and René. 

He looked long and hard at Liz, then nodded and sat. 

«Crazy chick,» he said to me. «It's about time, Pete. 
Generally, I don’t like your taste. » 

That stopped Liz. She didn’t know what to do, and 
blushed. Then she grinned, which was right. Monk liked 
grinners, liked people around him happy. He spotted the 
cornet on the table then, and glanced from it to René. 

« You play that thing, man? » 

René didn’t follow that at all. 

«A French cornet player? » Monk frowned at me. « Im- 
possible! » 

I laughed. Monk was intrigued with cornets. The only 
people he thought could play them were the old New Orleans 
or Chicago boys. They didn’t belong in the hands of kids. 
Trumpets were what kids played. A cornet was a heart horn, 
and the new boys didn’t have heart. Monk liked the hop- 
vers, he appreciated what happened and he made it happen 
himself. But he still liked the heart and soul boys. 

«I want him to sit in with you », I told him. 

«Sure, » he said. « Where’d you find him? » 
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I told him, condensing it. Liz was interested too. Monk 


_ shook his head sadly when I finished. 


«Man, you’re honest to God flipping. You don’t even 
know if he can play it? » 

« He played a bop riff, » I said, « heard that. » I stopped 
Monk before he could interrupt. «I want him to listen to 
a number, just standing up with you. Then I’ll motion to 
him, and we’ll see what he can do. » 

« Dad, he can’t play jazz just like that. You got to grow 
with it! » 

«I just want to see. » 

« This is a French crowd tonight. They’ll laugh him out 


of the joint. If they don’t like something they're not polite. » 


« A commendable attitude, » I said. « Not like the Stat- 
es, where entertainers feel they’re doing you a favor just 
showing up. Much more logical. Either entertain, or quit 
and take off. » 

« Okay.» Monk shrugged. « I’m not responsible. » 

«I know that too.» I grinned. « You’re losing much 
money staying over here. Not to mention my cut. » 

He returned the grin. « This’]l make you appreciate your 


- ten percent. » 


He weaved his way back to the stand, pulling René along. 
The crowd got curious and the talking quieted. 

The group started on «Be Happy,» a thing I’ve always 
liked, playing in unison, clear and clean, medium tempo, just 
the two saxes, trombone and trumpet for about eight bars. 
Then the bass and piano and drum came into it and they 
went rocking off, just the rhythm and Monk. And Monk 
really blew! He leaned into it and did some things with that 
horn I never expect to hear again. He finished and they went 
into unison again and the other sax took it. 

Monk grinned out at me and I shrugged. He laughed 
and I could sense the pleasure of that laugh through the 
music. The other boy wasn’t bad but of course he couldn't 
touch Monk; then the trumpet and he did all right too. 

I watched René up there, looking him over. He wasn’t 
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tapping his foot or moving with the rhythm, just standing, | N 
face calm, eyes witdrawn. I was sure he didn’t see anything, | 
either the crowd before him or the people playing up there. | 
It might be panic, or, I hoped, that he had lost himself in IN 
the music. | 

I nodded and Monk walked over and nudged René, in- 
dicating that he should play. René shook himself, picked his | 
horn up, and went into the unison thing on beat, on key. 

They let him have it then and I jolted up in my chair 
with what he was doing. He had a balanced tone that never | 
got thin, he played clean, and I haven’t heard phrasing like | 
that since the last time I heard Louie. Where he could have 
gotten that, I don’t know. Like Monk said, you got to grow 
with it. 

But he had it all right. And the more he played, the 
more I began to see what he was doing. He was blowing as 
if he were under the bright blue of the sky, in a green 
meadow, over the sound of the sea. He was making music 
like the sparkling clear water, and like the thin clean moun- 
tain air. 

And what Monk calls ‘heart’ was there. 

He finished, they went into unison again, and even before 
they socked the last note that crowd was on its feet yelling. 
Monk hugged the kid, then looked at me. I made motions 


for them to play another. I wanted to be sure it wasn’t an 
accident. 


It wasn’t! They played three more, and the kid acted 
as if he’d been born with that horn. They took a break then. 
Monk guided him back to the table as if he were something 
fragile. I just sat, speechless. 

« Well,» Monk said, « you found him. Sometimes you 
scare me, Pete. Sometimes I think maybe you’re magic. Say 
something! » 


I found my voice. « You played like a master, Rene. Were 
you holding out on me? » 
« Please? » 
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« Magnifique, » I said. 

«Merci.» He kind of ducked his head. I could see he 
was pleased. 

« Where did you learn that? » asked Monk. 

« Tonight, » René said. «I feel it. » 

Monk sighed deeply, staring at me. « You heard him. I 
believe it. That’s ihe only way he could play like that. And 
a Frenchie, too. If I hadn’t heard it, I wouldn’t of believ- 
ed it.» 

I really had something all right. This guy would be a 
sensation! And maybe he could sing a little. If he phrased 


_ like that, singing, with his accent, it was a rare combination: 


a money maker and a great talent. Not very often you find 
the two combined. And I had found it. 


« You going to take him Stateside, Pete? » asked Monk. 
He grinned at Rene. « You think you’d like America, kid? » 

Rene’s face glowed. « Oh, yes! » 

«Pete! » Liz had caught the excitement. « You’ve really 
got something, Pete! Why, you could build a whole show 
around him! » 

« Yeah, » I said, « I suppose I could. » 

«If you got going with this, Pete, » she leaned over and 


| put her hand on my arm, « there’d be no stopping you then! 


You’ve got ideas, you’ve got talent, all you need to do is use 
them ». She turned a smile on René. « Do you want to go 
to America with us, René? » 

I didn’t miss the plural possessive there. 

René looked at her. He was really high with the evening. 
Then he looked at me. 

« Whatever Pete says. » 

I don’t know why I said what I said next. Maybe it 
was a lot of things. For reasons l’Il never know. I looked 
beyond René and I saw Liz and the beauty that never quite 
managed to hide the brittle razor edge underneath. I saw 
this cellar that smelled of so many things, the close sweat of 
people and the stale odor of drinks, and a lot of years getting 
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by and new faces coming in but the people remaining the 
same. And the faces on the bandstand, tired, discolored with 
the cigarette smoke they could never blow out of their lungs 
no matter how many centuries they played, whether from 
their hearts or just from the surface of themselves. I was full 
of the evening, and the evening was like a thousand others, 
and it was all too familiar. 


I heard myself starting to speak, could feel my mouth 
moving, but even as the first words were coming out, I was 
looking beyond the damp walls. I was on a road with a 
bicycle, a day in the mountains, the fields green, and a cliff 
over the sound of the Atlantic far below. There were cows 
grazing in the cool green grass. And there was a boy sitting 
quietly with a battered horn in his hand, now placing it to 
his lips. And the sound echoed clearly in the blue sky, com- 
ing up to me, standing with my bicycle on the black tar road. 
And it was like a drink of water to a parched throat from 
a cool well far out in the country. 


Then I was in a farmhouse and there was milk as white 
as a summer cloud, iced in clear running brook water. And 
there were faces looking at me and I felt my face get warm 
from people watching me. And then a lot of airplanes and 
trains and buses roared and thundered across my mind, and 
here I was in a cellar joint. Here I sat with my tongue 
moving. 

« René, » I said, « what would your parents think of your 
going to America? » 

The bright look died in his eyes. I could see the fire 
go down slowly. « They would not agree,» he said, at last. 

Liz wasn’t really listening. « The girls at home would go 
out of their minds over him. » 


« René,» I said. « If you asked your parents, they just 
might agree. I want you to ask them. » 

René shook his head, as if trying to clear it. «If you 
say that, I will ask them. If you think that is right. » 

The evening, the music, the cellar, the people, Liz—yes, 
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and even myself, had befuddled him. He had been in only 
one place, this cellar. And now he, too, was sending his mind 
out beyond the walls, to the sea along the coast, the cliffs, 
to the road, the green fields, the cows munching quietly, the 
boy on the rock with the beautiful battered horn. His mind 
was coming clear. 


Liz pulled at my hand. « What is this? What do you 


mean? Who has to ask anybody anything? Is he or isn’t he 
old enough to know his mind? » 


«Lay off, Liz,» I said, making it pleasant. 

« He’d go with you in a minute! All you have to do is 
look at him and you can see that! » 

«I don’t work that way,» I said. 


i 
| « You’ve never worked that way,» she said. ie 
« Yeah, » I said. « I know. » Be 
I patted René on the shoulder. « Pl put you on the train > 
in the morning, René. You go ask. You go make sure. » 3 
«Oh, Pete,» Liz said, and her face was sad and then 
angry, and then a lot of things. « You’re throwing it away 
again. Why do you always do that? » 
«I don't know, Liz, » I said. « I really don’t know. » 


I saw us going down to the station in the early light of 
the morning, and I saw Rene getting on with his little worn 
case and the horn tied to it, waving to me as the train went 
out. And I saw myself waving to him and smiling and know- 
ing that I wouldn’t be coming down to the train again, any 
year, to see him come back. The train would smell sooty hi: 
but good and it would smell of all the land it went through, 
and the place where it went near the sea and the cliffs. And 
I thought of all the years when I brought other people half 
way down the road and then said goodby and went along it 
alone, me and my conscience in a little box all plastered over 
with labels from every country and every season. Right now I 
was gently sad, but in the morning at the station I knew it 
would be right, and I would be happy. 

Liz was blinking wery rapidly. After awhile she manag- 
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ed a smile. She stood up. «I almost forgot,» she said. «I 
have to be at work tomorrow, early. A breakfast appointment. 
No,» she said as I started to rise. « ll make it all right. | 
It's okay, Pete. I can get there. » | 

She brushed my cheek with her cheek and then was wav- 
ing to everyone she wasn’t even looking at as she went out. 

I had done it. I had made my one big deal, my 
final deal. 

None of us said anything for quite a while. Then I look- 
ed at Monk. «Are you taking requests tonight? From 
old fans? » 

«Sure, Pete. Always glad to play for an old fan.» 

« How about ‘Lover’? I’ve always liked you on ‘Lover’. » 

Monk nodded and got up. René started to rise. Simul- 
taneously, Monk and I put a gentle hand on his shoulder, 
pushing him back down in the chair. 


«You just listen, kid, » Monk said. « Sometimes you get 
a better appreciation if you just listen. » 

« l’ve found it that way,» I said. 

« All right, » René said, as Monk turned and left. 

« If you listen closely, » I said, « you can almost fell that 
you’re in the music. Sometimes you can feel as if you’re part 
of the music. » 

«Oh,» Rene said. « Does it do that for you? » 

« Sometimes, » I said. 
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TRIANGLE FOR GREEN MEN 


He would hoard this hill, this salal 

And this air hard as alder 

Mallards in a naive wedge slit south. 
Dark from distance three gulls 

Cut three trails of burn in leather clouds 
And were not things to know, nor ferns 


That rattled from a bird or beaver, 


The sudden brook and cress in marathon. 


He had heard of other countries 

In the east, with no indignities: 

Specks of pepper on a table cloth, 

A punctured screen, the wrong 

Place for a picnic. 

What choice had he been forced to 

By the subtle days, chaos scratched 

On a convenient slate, a mumbled hymn? 
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For the moment he chose the familiar 
Where he had learned to hate and swung 
In hate to the unpaved street 

Where lamps jammed black to black 

To make night thicker. Twice 

The tricky liquid of his eyes 

Canonized the streetlamp shine. 


Once he fractured darkness like a rough moon. 


As he slept ice increased. 

A fir fell. 

A new fir grew. 

Steelhead ran. 

A little water leaked in on the sill. 


II 


The storm started with slight warnings, 
The first movement of low grass. 

He followed the journey’s finger 
Where it points, down the dead color 
Of pavement to the hill that flares 
White leaves in wind. The wind 
Grew tall. The power 

Of his calm was glee at earth 

About to be knocked, the mountain 
Blunted by wind, pines to be bent, 
Rivers turning on their sides in shock. 


He knew a secret of ground, 
How it assembles into sand or clay 
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Depending on the world’s need 
And is, even under floods. 


A mountain is also ground 

Where it is not rock or rock 
Becoming ground beneath snow 
Feeding roots at timberline, 

Never succumbs to a wind bigger 
Than mountains, faster than rivers 
Fall when earth falls sharply below 
What had been sedate current. 


Even when wind caves the ribs of a fawn 


The mountain, braced by blueness, is not stunned. 


II 


Not one angel will ever arch in the sun 
Nor the cannon roar for us. 

Calm day 
Passed him genily. Wind touched 
His temple with a slight hand. 
Hills were drab, foreign, a language 
He could only hear. Clouds where white 
And taut, tape covering an old cut. 
Like any search this ended 


In a homemade swamp. 


Surprised he could be this passive 
Without pose, his hate released, bent 
Grass faintly in a way he could not see. 
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Birds hung and did not seem to fly. 
Movement was alien to him 
Or he to the moving day. 


His knuckles stung in thin red wind 

And the day, though calm, was never organized 
In any exact manner. He was traveler 

And compact ghost. Three gulls 

Are often four and sudden water 

Is electric, cress and water magic. 


Note over note a pond receives the rain. 
A song explodes on fatter ponds. 

A wiser wedge of mallards 

Slaps the morning dumb with wings. 
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DESERTION, SOME DAYS AFTER 


The waves of it receded like 

A dying sea; a hairline that 

Is through with fighting, but not quite 
With dying. Day was delicate 

Balance of bite and pallor. Rain 
Scattered pearls from the broken rope 

Of clouds. And this receding pain: 

Like tides, like mirrors, and like hope. 
Still on that urchin-fretted beach 

Where children chased the wind, 1 felt 
Mountains and sea were out of reach 

But not out of perspective: Welt- 
anschauung made concrete, and there! 

The sun returns heralded by 

Seagull outriders, and icier 

Truth caps the mountains. High. Too high. 
How many days, heart, since truth broke us? 
Flowers erupt, spring must be filled; 
Unknown to her, the April crocus 

Springs from a love that March has killed. 
Comédie larmoyante of day's 

Shuttling on wind from rain to fair: 
Whichever edge love bares, displays 

The basic skeleton, despair. 

Evening. Unsure shadows outdo 
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Themselves, and burst. What will remain 
Of this receding ache? The true 
Vast emptiness that side of pain. 


A TRIPTYCH OF TROY 


TROILUS 


Water-wrapped body, 

At mouth a wine press; 
Charge: drunken drowning 
In Cressid’s caress. 

My sleeve her thimble, 

I loose in her glove; 

What deep water banked 
By lust or love; 

A distorting mirror, 

She flows through her bed 
Where Troilus, sinking, 
Must rise — Diomed. 
Teeth closed on teeth, 
Deflect, quick, her course! 
Shields, be my dikes: 

Pll walk high on wars. 


CRESSIDA 


When the fog lifts from the embrace, t 
The water under the bridge 

Has changed; already my face 
Progressed on its pilgrimage. 

Vows are only verbose 

Feelings: enough to exult 

As from the successive rose 

The single odor is culled. 

War is enough to dwarf 

One death. And not one desertion? 
Am I, unfilled, holding more, 
Thereby an unfinished portion? 

Or am I the true whole that can 
Not help whatever came? 

I have loved all of man 

Except his fractioning name. 


DIOMEDES 


Lovers, you were of the instant, 
An instance lacking moment; 

But I supplied you your ending: 
The eternity of comment. 
Consummation is consuming, 
And twos burn faster than threes. 
But for my cold caresses 

You'd not be forever a frieze. 
Invective and invocation 

Will be your statues in human 
Speech, while I shall have faded 
To a mere dramatic denouement. 


Take immortality, Troilus, 
From my hands, and fully posses it; 
And do not begrudge me this quickly 
Gone dividend of Cressid. 
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SONG OF A CRAZY MONK rata 


Out from the membraned silence pa 
Of the mind, I heard a voice, 

Like the bronze beat of a gong 
Calling aloud and breaking through 

The outspread raven wings of night. 
Out from the white, the whirling white, 
I saw a speck of coral against 

The white; I saw the lame monk, — 

In coral robe, 

Barefoot, limping slow, 

Above a ground of growing snow. 

And upon his begging bowl he strikes 

A broken note. Then laughing gay 

And laughing mad, he sings and sings: 


Where are the heroes of Han? 
Summer grass upon a tumbled tomb. 
Where are the plum-lipped ladies 
Of Tang? In beds of spider dust. et 
O let them pass, O let them go, v Dea 
As the Long River eastward flows, 
Never to return nor backward flow. = 
O forget all, O forget none, E 
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For None is All and All is None, 

As the mirror that mirrors all, mirrors none. 
So come with me, lords and ladies, 
Beggers and bums, come with me. 
And together we’ll go, above 

The hills, across the greening fields, 

Far, far from the thundering wheels. 

And together we’ll go beyond 
The Gate of Heaven, the Gate of Hell; 
Beyond all Time, all space, all Emptiness. 


| 
| 
| 
| 
| 
i 
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NORMA AMONG THE LEAVES 


Norma sat in the garden and turned her blind eyes to 
the fading light. Her long, handsome head moved as delicately 
as a bird’s. She was listening, and there came the sound of the 
wind soughing in the late maples, the hiss of the thick-fallen 


leaves, the rattle of dead briar rose, and from the lake, quite . 


faintly and far away, the long-drawn stutter of an outboard. 

The sounds mingled in Norma’s mind with her own 
- hesitation. The wind tacked, and a cloud fled across the sun; 
there was its cool passage at her forehead and cheek, with a 
wisp of her hair the wind lashed. The shawl at her shoulders 
stirred. When the gust lapsed, she felt again the sun’s pattern 
between the leaves, warmth at her lips. She smiled, and follow- 
ing the wool thread with her thin fingers, she bundled needles 
and half-done sweater into the knitting bag at her feet. The 
wicker garden chair creaked as she rose to face the bulk of 
the house, and as the leaves cracked under her step, she walked 
easily the flagstone pathway between chrysanthemums to the 
terrace, one step up, and its wide French windows. 

«Oh, there you are, Miss Norma,» said Mrs. Logan, 
rattling at the fireplace. « I was just going off to fetch you. 
Haven’t you sense enough to come out of the cold? » The warm 
voice hovered at the beginning flames. « There now, it’s going 


to be cozy. » 
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«I thought I would wait for them. » Norma’s voice was 
neither eager nor grateful. 

« Wait for people on a picnic? You should have gone 
with them is what. But there, I forgot about their planning 
to climb that fool mountain on horses. It would have tired 
you. » She set the fire-screen in place. « People on a picnic 
are late, and the Doctor is always late, isn’t he, so you needn’t 
fret? And this is the last outing of the season, isn’t it, and 
Master Tommy will want to make the most of it? » 

Norma touched the wing of a deep leather chair at the 
hearth. « Do you like her, Nannie? » 

« Who? Miss Crews? » Mrs Logan moved across the room 
and worried a vase of flowers. « She seems a decent sort, » she 
said carefully. Then, she added quickly, « You’re so moody 
these days, Miss Norma. I wouldn’t be surprised were you tak- 
ing a cold, sitting all day long in that chilly garden, every day 
out in the damp, right after breakfast, too. » 

« But you haven’t really answered my question, Nannie. » 
Norma sat in the wing chair; the firelight played its warmth 
on her gently smiling face. 

« Oh, Lamb, » said the housekeeper, coming toward her, 
« what you are is tired of this place. You are wanting Boston 
again and your friends. Think of the fine concerts you love so 
well, and the teas, and the plays in Cambridge. » 

Norma shook her head. « No, I never tire of the garden, 
or of the lake, or of this room. All the world’s music is in the 
phonograph, and your teas are better than Boston’s, Pm 
afraid. » She held out her pale hands. « I only wish you were 
going back with us, Nannie, or that I might stay. » She clasped 
Mrs Logan’s waist. « Boston is only a week away, isn’t it? This 
is such a sad season for me, the turning of another year, and 
I like to be close to it, Nannie, as when I was a girl and Father 
was alive and we stayed on till past Tranksgiving. » 

« I remember, » said Mrs. Logan. For a moment, she cradl- 
ed Norma’s head in her arms, stroked the smooth, jet hair. 
« The Doctor wasn’t a Doctor then, was he, but only a brother 
and a wild medical student, with a moustache so he would 
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seem older. My, he had fancy manners for company at his 
father’s table. » 

« It was mockery. » 

« You could hear it inside his voice, couldn’t you, Lamb, 
and the rest of us might have been deaf as posts! And who 
would have thought he would be a famous surgeon, that wild 
one? » 

«I did,» said Norma. «I knew it. » 

«I suppose we all did, » said Mrs. Logan. She sighed. « But 
here it is dark already, and you without a cup of tea. Let me 
light the lamps. » She laughed. « My teas, indeed! » 

«I had rather wait for them. » 

« Bother! » said Mrs. Logan. At the far door, she turned. 
« I don’t much fancy Miss Crews, » she said. « l’Il not be long. » 

Norma lay back in the chair. Absently, she fingered her 
knitting and let it drop. It seemed to her she could hear the 

thin clatter of Nannie in the kitchen. There was the sound of 
leaves scratching along the terrace, the snap of oak bark in the 
fire, the exhalation of a pine knot, a fall of ash. She reached 
out her hand to the phonograph beside her and turned it on. 
The slow movement of a Mozart Duo flowered in the room. 
_ It became her imagining of flowers, the continuing movement 

of their life and growth, the tender stalks twining, the delicate 
spikes salient, and the full-blown heads, rose chrysanthemum. 
_The viola dipped to the bruise and caress of low notes; the 
petals scattered; the violin shaped a young leaf. 

She was not listening, she decided. It was not these corrupt, 
casual images she wanted, but pure music, the logic of sound. 
Then, she remembered it was Dolly who had given her the 
recording a week before she died. Coming into the nursery of 
the Boston house, heavy with shopping on that warm, spring 
afternoon, Dolly had not so much as touched Tommy. « So 
you're watching over my brat again, Norma. Well, virtue is 
not its own reward, I’ve learned. » 

« Love is blind, » Norma had said, smiling. 

« Perhaps it is, but I’m not blind to the work it takes. Tom 
is having dinner guests again, more dull doctor talk.» She 
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had given Norma the records. «I hope these will do,» she 
had said, brusquely, « for whatever there is to like in them. 
The clerk said they were beautiful, and I know you don’t 
have them. » 

What a strange woman for Tom to have married, a strong 
woman, who cast off her fragile child with a shrug. Norma 
remembered the busy, square hands, the faint smell of tweed, 
like fresh-turned earth in spring. She wondered at Dolly who 
had belonged, like their fathers, to the Mathematical Society, 
wondered at the even, efficient voice, devoted to understate- 
ment, the voice that would brook no foolishness, no senti- | 
ment, and that was feminine, grieving, questioning, only those 
last hours from the hospital bed. It had not been until Norma 
learned of the accident that she had felt Dolly’s vulnerable 
humanity. 

Who was Tom now or had ever been? Again, she caress- 
ed his narrow head, feeling with her eager fingers the tense 
flesh masking the bones. The bones were fine, like her own, 
suggesting coolness; the lies was given by the throat’s warm 
pulses, by the quivering eyelids, by the thick, silken hair. His 
lips were their father’s, firmly shut, heavy and downward.’ 
There were the surgeon’s neat, quick hands, and young 
Tommy’s child hands, balled to soft fists. 

It was the child, Tommy, her nephew, who sang then in 
her mind with the viola’s deeper notes. His flesh hovered in 
the breath of the firelight. Day by day, it seemed, she had 
felt him growing, shaping the smooth rounds of the body. She 
had touched the tender feet, the spun nimbus of hair — a 
blond child. Under her hands, the muscles defined, the pain 
abated. His voice was sleepy at the hollow of her shoulder, 
lonely, laughing. He was clean in the darkness, high; his 
scent was supple, acid and sweet. 

In the interval before the full cadence, Norma heard 
Miss Crews’ laughter from the hall. She started, half-rose. That 
she had not heard the car swept her with a kind of terror. 
With the final chord, the door opened upon the laughter of 


all three. This was the dissonant anti-climax as she stood to 
greet them. 
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« What an afternoon! » gasped Miss Crews, her voice still 
shaking. 

« Norma, dear, » said the Doctor, bending to her cheek. 

«Oh, Norma, wait till you hear! » cried young Tommy. 

« Tommy, » she said. « Well, what have you been up to? » 

« A moment of mercy, Norma, if you please, » said Miss 
Crews. 

« Yes, by all means, let's sit a minute first, » the Doctor 
said. His voice, however, was equivocal, hesitant. 

The boy came to Norma and hugged her. « But you're 
warm, » she said, « over-heated. » 1 

« We had a blowout! » he said, enthusiastically. « At the 
bottom of the hill. We had to climb all the way. » 

« Not a blowout, Junior, » said Miss Crews, laughing. 

«It was a slow leak, » the Doctor explained. « I'll have to 
telephone the garage. There was nothing to do but abandon 
the car, as it turned out. » And he fell silent. 

Miss Crews took it up. « One of a number of disasters. » 

« Oh, let me tell! » cried Tommy. «First, I lost all my 
sandwiches. I don’t know where. Somewhere on the trail. We 
looked and looked but didn’t find them. Then, Daddy gave 


me some of his, and Helen did, too. Then, Helen’s horse threw 


‚a shoe. We were at the top of the mountain, as far as we could 


go, anyway. Then, we had the flat tire coming back, and the 

spare tire was no good either! » He was breathless, exultant. 
« But your picnic was spoiled, » Norma cried eagerly. 
«No,» he said, breaking from her. «It was wonder- 


en » He. 


«But your picnic was spoiled, » Norma cried eagerly. 

« No,» he said, breaking from her. « It was wonderful. » 
He toured the room hurriedly, excitement shrilling his voice. 
« My horse was wonderful. I was only afraid at first, and a 
little coming down, it was so steep. But I did it, and Daddy 
didn’t hold my bridle! And Helen showed me how to make 
a fire and build a lean-to! Do you know what a lean-to is? » 

« Yes, » said Norma. 

«Oh, do be quiet, Junior, » said Miss Crews, but in a 
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tone that told him she didn’t mean it. But Tommy subsided, 
suddenly spent. 

«It’s time he was tired, for he exhausted the both of us 
hours ago, » said the Doctor. 

« Nonsense, » Miss Crews remarked, now taking his words 
as they had not been meant. «I adored it. Junior is good, 
healthy fun, aren’t you? Think of the fun this winter.» Her 
voice grew arch and wary. « I might even teach you to ice- 
skate.» 

« Would you? » he cried. 

«If your Aunt Norma says I may. But perhaps she will 
want you to stay with her. » 

« Stay with her? » Tommy said. 

« After school, that is, » said Miss Crews. 

Right then, there was Mrs. Logan in the doorway, announ- 
cing that tea was ready, and Tommy must recount again the 
events of the afternoon. There was brief, flat laughter, and the 
Doctor said shortly, « We had better have a wash and a change 
first, Nannie. » 

« Very well, » said Mrs Logan, responding to what might 
have been a touch of ill humor in all of them. While they were 
gone from the room, she set out the tea on a low, round table 
before the fire. She stirred the fire, fed it. This gave her 
satisfaction, the whole room of things loved and used, the 
comfortable, worn chairs and couches, the figured drapes pull- 
ed over the French windows, the vases of fresh-cut flowers, 
the old lamps, silk-shaded. Firelight and lamplight warmed 
against the exterior cold and dark, glowed on leather, wood, 
and pewter, burnished copper, sprang in the polished silver 
of the high tea, streamed in the white napery and in the 
porcelain. There were cups of broth, a chafing dish of savory, 
plates of small sandwiches in neat pyramids, wedges of cheese 
in a circle of alternate cream and gold, dark buttered bread 
and fingers of thin golden toast, pots of jam and honey, dishes 
of cakes, and, under their separate cozies, the teapot and the 


waterjug. Here was another sensual world, in which there was 
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also pride and exquisite loneliness, and Mrs. Logan was smil- 
ing, bemused, when Norma re-entered the room. 

« Oh, but you gave me a start! » Mrs Logan said. « You 
make no more noise than a cat.» Then, she laughed. « It 
might be I startled you, Lamb. » 

« No, » said Norma, « and I am sorry.» She sat again by 
the fire and stretched out her hands to the tea table. « What 
lovely smells, strawberry preserve, cakes, the cheeses. » 

«I baked Sally Lunns, » said Mrs Logan, « and there is a 
special cake I haven’t put out — for Master Tommy. It’s Master 
Tommy himself on a horse, out of a light pastry, but his head’s 
baked out too big, I’m afraid, so that all of it wobbles. » 

« He'll not mind. » 

« I should hope not, » said Mrs Logan, « for my afternoon’s 
trouble. » She stood a moment in silence. « I was not being 
cross when you frightened me? » 

« You never offend my blindness, » said Norma, « for we 
know it’s there, don’t we? » 

When Mrs Logan had gone, Norma took up again her 
consideration of the table. The food and drink were set in a 
formal pattern, so that her serving and pouring were made 
easy. Deftly and quickly, she rehearsed her movements, delight- 


ing in her discovery of the dishes, in their individual aromas 


that spoke their identity to her. 

« Greedy child,» said the Doctor from the doorway, 
« were you about to steal a cake? » 

« Oh, Tom! » she cried, but another dimension of meaning 
grew suddenly from their present proximity and that assertion 
of shared intimacy long ago. This meaning was now held in 
common. 

He stood before her, shifting his weight from foot to foot. 
« Well, » he said, « how was your day? » 

«Much the same as yesterday, » she replied, «a bit of 
braille, the garden, Tommy’s new sweater, some music. » 

« You might have come with us, you know. » 


She laughed. « I am not complaining. » 
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« Aren’t you? Well, at all events, we will be back in 
Boston soon. » . 

She could not help herself. « Alas. » 

« What do you mean? » he asked, with evident irritation. 

« Merely that I like this house, the garden — as you 
must know. I always leave it regretfully, though I have no 
dislike of Boston. Still, I often think that I should enjoy stay- 
ing on here. » 

« Alone through the winter? That is eut of the question. » 

« There would be Nannie to look after me, and, of course, 
I am accustomed to being much alone. But no matter. » 

« That is unfair.» But he continued more mildly. « We 


do need you, you know. » 

«So it seems,» said Norma, perhaps wryly, « but that 
will grow less and less. » 

«What can they be doing all this time? » he suddenly 
urged. 

« Playing some game, I expect. Is she very beautiful? » 


« Helen? » he said, blandly. « I suppose so. » 

« Is she to give up her social work, then? » 

i « What a preposterous thing to say! I don’t see how that 
follows from her looks. » 

She smiled faintly. «I was wondering how she would | 
find her afternoons free for ice skating with Tommy — with 
Junior. » 

« Need you have taken her literally? » 

« Is she leading him on, do you suppose. » 

« Why do you dislike her so? » he cried. 

« That is putting it rather strongly. After all, she has 
visited here for a month, and we are to see more of her in 
Boston.» © 

«She has been associated with me through the hospital 
clinic, » he declared, too carefully. « You well know it. She 
is a friend, my guest. » 

« Ah, so! Your guest. Be honest with me, Tom. » 

« Why do you insist upon treating me like a child? » he 
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very nearly shouted. « I am not a child, I have not been caught 


with grubby hands in a cookie jar. » 


« No, » she said, softly, « you are forty-eight. Why, then, 
are you so guilty? » She added, « You are famous and rich. » 
«Do get hold of yourself, Norma, » he said with distaste. 


- «You simply cannot have everything. » 


« Then we are in agreement, » she replied, and she turned 
her face from him. What she had hoped was to have made 
her escape. What, if instead of this, she had been born blind 
in an Asian village? She knew she would not have failed, 
would not have perished. 

For his part, the Doctor sat now in a heavy silence, and 
when Helen Crews and Tommy appeared, as they did in a 
matter of moments, he remarked angrily, « I loathe cold tea. » 

« We’re truly sorry if we’re late, » Helen Crews said, gaily, 
«but do be a good sport. We couldn’t resist a bit of hide- 
and seek upstairs. » 

« Surely not,» said Norma, as young Tommy laughed. 
They seated themselves around the table. 

« What a grand tea, » Miss Crews continued, « what a love- 
ly house, and what a charming visit. I can’t decide which house 
is the more delightful, this one or the one in Boston. How 


gracious they are, how orderly! You can’t truly appreciate 


all these lovely old things, being so used to them, so close. » 
She sipped her broth. « I suppose one must have come from 
Chicago for that. » 

« Really? » said Norma, offering the sandwiches. « I had 


thought one might appreciate them also by belonging to them. » 


« I see what you mean, » said Miss Crews. « Quite right. » 

« Why so silent, Tommy? » asked the Doctor. The pleasant 
question took on the unpleasant edge of his voice. 

« I was just eating, Daddy, » the boy said, « and thinking. 
Everything is so good. » And as the Doctor made no comment, 
he asked, « Did you have a fine day, Norma? » 

She was touched by what might have been the plea in 
the young voice. « Indeed, I did,» she answered, «though I 
missed you. I worked on your new sweater today. » 
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«Isn't that nice? » cried Miss Crews. « I do wonder, Nor- 
ma, how you manage to do all the things you do. Remarkable 
how you knit and sew and pour the tea and manage the 
house. » 

« One must do something, » said Norma. « I don’t suppose 
I feel quite so deprived as you imagine. » 

« Yet I should never have been able to cope with half 
what you do! But, then, you have the help of Junior and 
Tom, doesn’t she boys? » Mis Crews chimed her laughter. 

«It does seem strange,» said Norma. She heard the 
Doctor’s breathing. 

« Norma manages better than most of us, » he said. « She 
will not feel deprived. » 

«It is only that I am accustomed to blindness, » Norma 
said, shortly. 

They ate then in silence until it was time for cakes. The 
tea had not been cold. They had been hungry, but an air of 
tiredness, almost of satiety, had settled upon them, and they 
ate languidly or furtively, their eyes downcast. At last, the 
Doctor rose and struggled a new log into the fire. « But you 
must eat more, Helen,» he said, warmly. Anyway, all their 
plates were littered with picked-over food. 

« No, indeed, thank you, » she answered him, the petul- 
ence in her voice having an earlier and other source. She 
was uncompromisingly feminine, and her wiles were, in their 
way, a disdain of the Doctor’s manhood. But they were also 
a reproof, which the Doctor understood better. 

« Thanks, no, » he said to Norma, who passed the cakes. 
« Not for me. » 

« Sally Lunns? » she questioned. 

« Oh, yes! » cried Tommy. 

« Greedy! » said Miss Crews lightly. 

« Your father has outgrown them, » Norma remarked. She 
wondered what was the shape of this face she hated. Was it 
like hers or Tom’s? Was the mouth small and painted? She 
touched in her mind a small, square brow, a straight, sharp 
nose, hair artfully curled, scented. The hands had been soft, 
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yet lithe. The voice was high, its tone self-deprecatory, teasing, 


pouting, mock-innocent. « I think there is to be a surprise, » 


she said energetically, as she heard Mrs. Logan at the door. 
« Is it ice cream, Junior? » cried Miss Crews. 
«He doesn’t care for ice cream, » said Norma. 
« Yes, it’s one of the family oddities, » said the Doctor, as 
if in grief. 
At this, they all laughed, though without relief, and when 


- Mrs. Logan set the cake in the form of horse and rider upon 


the table, there was an anti-climax of admiration, but not, of 
course, from young Tommy, who was smitten with love. « Oh! » 
he said. « Oh! It’s me, isn’t it, Nannie? Me on the horse! » 

«So it is! » said Mrs. Logan ardently. She explained and 
apologized for the size of the head, but her voice trailed into 
anxiety, as she began to clear the table debris. She had brought 
fresh tea and plates as well, and these she set out, hurriedly. 

« Oh, it’s too beautiful to eat! » exclaimed Tommy. 

« Surely, we'll not eat you, » said Norma. 

« There, now,» said Mrs. Logan, at the door already, 
« Only enjoy it as you please, Master Tommy. » 

« How she bustles! » remarked Miss Crews. She turned 
her attention. « Now who to eat first, horse or rider? » 

« Equally indigestible, » pronounced the Doctor. The cake 
stood, somewhat lop-sided at the center of the table. « How 
ugly! » 

« Pathetic, » said Miss Crews, laughing. 
| «I think not,» said Norma, more angrily than she had 
meant. 

« Oh, we’re not attacking precious Nannie, » retorted the 
Doctor. 

« But you are going to leave him? You are? » the child 
said. 

The adults were suddenly bewildered, stifled. « Helen 
didn’t, » the Doctor began. 

Norma interrupted. « Pll put it away, » she said, shaking 
herself in irritation. She smiled too widely and reached out 
her hand to the cake. But the figure just eluded her grasp 
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Slowly, it toppled to the cloth, bumping gently, and the detach. 
ed, fat head rolled from the table and smashed upon the 
floor. 

«You've broken it!» Tommy called in grief. « You’ve 
broken it! Why? » He scrambled from his seat and began to 
gather the crumbs of cake from the carpet. 

« Oh, my dear, but I didn’t mean to do it! » Norma reach- 
ed out a hand so tentative that it was a if she offered it injured 
to the boy’s clasp. 

« But you did it! » the child cried, blindly. 

Quickly, the Doctor reached down and slapped his cheek 
lightly, sharply. The flat dry sound was startling, familiar, 
like the snap of a knot in the fire. 

«You might not have done that! » Norma cried. « You 
need not! » 

The boy lay upon the hearth and wept. It was Miss Crews 
who bent over him, consoling. « There now! Upsey-daisy! » 

« But she broke it, » Tommy repeated, 

« Stop that! » the Doctor said. « It’s time you grew up. 
Don’t you understand, it’s only a cake? It’s not your cake, 
what’s more. » 

« That’s absurd, » said Norma, but then she leaned back 
in her chair, her eyes closed. 

Between them, the Doctor and Miss Crews quieted Tommy, 
though he still sobbed. At last, they all three stood together 
at the fireside, silent, and the boy came slowly forward and 
grasped Norma’s hand, saying in an agony of contradictions, 
«Um sorry, Norma. » 

She responded to the pressure of his damp fingers, which 
suddenly went lax. « I do understand, Tommy, » she said, grate- 
fully. 

« Isn't it better, now that you’ve apologized? » asked Miss 
Crews, with determined charm. 

But the Doctor interposed. « You must never speak to 
your Aunt Norma in that tone again. » 

« Aunt» hung in her mind, even after they had gone. 
Miss Crews had insisted upon disguising Tommy’s punishment 
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with hearty cheer. « ll tuck you in, old man, maybe tell you 
a story, » she had said, clapping Tommy upon the back. Her 
words had seemed the parody of a masculine world, rough yet 
tender. The boy had not responded, however. The Doctor, too, 
had remained silent, stepping heavily, drawing the door shut 
behind them. 

None of them had understood it, Norma decided. Motives 
| hissed in her mind with the fire's sudden fury. There was an } 
‘upsurge of heat that must have its component light, but she 
saw nothing in her comforting blackness. A great, sullen fall 
of ash echoed in her thoughts, then; she desintegrated into 
the waste of herself, into the consumed and colorless identities 
she had for others. « Aunt,» « Norma,» « Lamb » — these 

are for you! Her father had sometimes held her with guilty 
hands; had she been his tragedy? Yet she was real, she, palp- ; 
able as darkness, listening. Listening, she heard the unrelieved 


| 


pulse of her heart. Her scalp prickled, and she smoothed her 

hair. Then, she reached out her hand — a prolonged gesture i 

of elegance and grace — and, touching finally the horse-and- | 

rider cake, she crushed it. 

After a while, Norma laughed. Her shoulder shook, a 

mirthless rolling, and she sniffed at the sweet pastry on her 

fingers. Miss Crews and the Doctor had been gone a long time, 

it seemed, and yet she wanted to confront them. She wanted 

to be found sitting quietly by the fire; she wanted to be 

quietly smiling. She thought of Nannie, who must be waiting 

them out in the kitchen, who must have heard. She thought 

of her knitting, the march of the purling through her fingers, 

the sweater finished, and the cruel Boston winter, with Tommy 

running through the streets, the sweater hidden by his coat. 

It was a blue sweater, the blue he had wanted. 

She rose, and a terrible weariness passed over her, the 

tiredness of the room’s overwarmed air. Swiftly, she walked 
| to the hall doorway, bumping lightly the Doctor's chair that 

had been pulled out of place. She was astonished that the fact 

of the chair’s altered position did not irritate her. Merely, it 


283 


eee eee a EA dA di 
PRO Sy 4 bia i 


"| 
| 


GENE BARO 


had happened, was happening already. She would call Nannie 
to clear the table. « None of it matters, » she thought. 

But as Norma pulled open the door, she heard the 
Doctor’s voice from the stairway. He and Miss Crews had 
paused, perhaps stopped, on the landing, and the Doctor was 
urgently whispering. « Be patient! Be patient, Helen. It’s only 
a matter of time, darling. Only trust me to do it my way. She’ll 
understand. » 

At once, Norma shut the door and, turning, leaned her 
back against it. In the room, the fire was dying, whispering, 
and the pungence of the burned woods mingled with the sweet 
of cakes. Slowly, Norma began to move across the room. She 
lifted both arms before her and tottered, in a caricature of 
blind uncertainty, but then she moved easily, surely, to the 
French windows. There was the sound of wind in the maples. 
Norma parted the draperies and stepped behind them. She 
pressed her forehead to the chilly glass; she unlocked 
the windows and stepped out upon the terrace. 

Cold sharpened her breath, and as the wind moaned 
low, the branches of the old trees rubbed and creaked. The 
bulk of the house was behind her, and she sensed the expanse 


of the garden unwinding in the darkness. She felt the move- 


ment of the dark, the wheeling black heavens of the autumn 
night, the earth. Smiling, she listened, poised listening at the 
garden’s verge, and as she stood quite still there, the wind 
quickened, the dead leaves whirled and whirled about her 
feet. 
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THE CROSSING 


Birds whose wing feathers gleam 

sparking the sun bright green as a june-beetle’s back, 
one by one on the silent wind, as silent as the wind 
where the floor of the sky is a loose sand 

with no hint of water, more silent in their liquid flight 
than the wind which is unseen, 

birds as quiet as a man’s waking land one by one, 


fluff the sands among their feathers. 


ls it that a man must see them? 

He born to water’s thrust and to loud wind 

who has turned his face inland is blind 

to the knowledge moving in the flight of birds. 
Stationary beyond the sealanes of a mans voyage 


he is unaware of the silence, even the presence of the wind. 


Who has calloused the fingertips of a man’s longing? 


Long has there been for me this desire 


to sleep not within the fingers of man, 


to sleep not this one night within the grottoes of man 
where footsteps have worn only a circle in the stone. 
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Shall I take myself lonely to the sea? 
Shall I take myself beyond the gripes of a man’s longing? 
That there were a way open to me... 
that there were even the dim green signal Ì 
of phosphorescent seaweed, so in knowledge I could | 
lay my body beside those great five-toed footprints 
rising from the ocean, from another land. 


Is it not this green wind of the east 

which draws my mouth upon it? 

To many winds have plucked the fibers of my courage 
without drawing a shrill chord, 

too many nights have 1 seen arms protrude above the sands 


but the hands no longer grasping. 
Too long have I known meaning disregarded, 
and I have seen those white birds uproarious in spray. 


You who have knelt by the drift of a star prayer 

and known the fragrance of the sea 

only as a warm breeze through loblolly pine, 

who have turned eyes from a porpoised horizon 

and secreted almost beyond touch a petrel longing 

which could rise into the wind, my poor one, 

forgetful of that place to which there is return, 
there is a seabreeze from those stars 


which are as a chaplet to the wave... 


Not only are the sands dry, 

not only does the small water slow with a mossy growth, 
even the tongue of a man’s longing is dry, 

and I know of an ocean broad enough, 

with salt enough to bring a thirst. 
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There, forever coming from that low throat not sound, 


but light, old from over the edge of the earth 


spearing for a moment the mist, blue, of the sea’s hair. 
Is it not a vast place? 

And these figures I see dancing on the foam, 

these lips I see for a moment jeering 

an affirmative of spray … are they only thought? 
As from that golden mouth golden combs 


| for the sea’s hair spring 


parting diaphanously this curl of blue wave, 

do I see the figures outward bend, 

and on those opened lips the brine’s desire? 

.. and further disappearing from the shore, 

along the way they go no carillon of channel markers... 
What have we to do with charted lanes? 

And why set course away from rocks? 

It is all one, where this water touches. 

It is all one and when that willow, silver of rain 

links both sky and sea land and us 

who can hide crabbed whithin the gripes of a mans longing? 


That I could tell it... 


that I could speak with the seas voice... 

but I speak as tiny whirlwinds in a barren place 

stir for only a moment the dry sands into lisping 

dry as the croak of a small toad beneath a brittle bush. 
Drought, sickness, 

and the brown flame which at noon envelops our feet 
… when not a man is aware of these birds I see. 


Not again to sleep within the fingers of man 

to the sea I shall take my body as upon a caisson. 
Long has it known the blood of my fathers, 

long has my blood known the texture of its sorrow. 
No longer approaching, all the birds have come, 
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green upon the sands, in one group, 
from eyes as red as the moon’s fullness 
they watch the color of my movements, 
and I, in my time, await them. 
As the sun’s comb strokes the hair of the sea 
and my hand is lifted in shade 
they fly! in one great cloud! green as a mountain! 
and I am stricken by the sunlight of their wings! 


Light presage of departure and arrival, 

stony wind arisings, 

slow wind arising from the crossroads of two secret words 
sailing eastward as two great ships would sail 
light pennant of departure and arrival 

beginning to lift again its lily tongue 

to the wind from the crossroads, 

it is because with the fierceness of a cracked tooth 
we must face ourselves in daylight 

moving from the pent-lives of our stacked caves, 
it is because of this we do not pause 


to consider the softness of your rain. 

And in whom shall we place the fauit? 
It is because with fierceness 
we must force sleep awaiting our tomorrow 
that we see blowing in on your wind 
only a cloud mountain 
which fulls the outline of a yellow skull. 


Shards of shattered lips and crowded circles of forgetfulness: 
On your saw I have cut the heels of my flight. 
Visions of the east, accept my eyes and this, 
the fiber of a stride I give to you: 
Across this ocean which has brought me here 
I shall plunge an outward path. 
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: SEVENTY SEVEN HORRIFYING AND 
| DISGRACEFUL SUNSETS ' 


‘...disastrous twilight...’ 


Quite possibly no one else would have noticed anything 
so terribly peculiar about the setting of the suns had not Mr. 
Ferwency himself drawn (dragged!) such insistent attention to 
it and complained so conscientiously. 

On the other hand, they might have... 


As the evening hour latened, Mr. Ferwency waited defiant- 
ly for the sun to set. He sat him where he was, he needn’t 
have even budged him onto his porch, the sun would come to \ 
him — from around behind through the bare latticework and 
new coppery flyscreening. Mr. Ferwency kept one of those 
funnylooking pedestalled glass globes on his lawn such as used 
to be popular not nearly long enough ago, the theoretical 
purpose of which had ever remained essentially obscure to him 
but which anyway he found it amusing to gaze into on occasion 
and thank Heaven that that wasn’t he. He watched it now 
from the window for the first garish glimmer of the sun turn- 
ing neon. 

There! 

Again, there it was ‘doing it’ again! one more of those 
‘dreadful shameless’ sunsets plastered all over the landscape 
like... like a mass of gaudy roadside ads. 
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This then by God right now was the time to go see some- 
body about it personally, outside of business hours and while 
the phenomenon was actually taking place. So that if anyone 
dared ask him what was he doing about it, he would be able 
to tell them straight off just how many people he had been 
to see, and personally, about it. 

Oh! it was as if the firmament were festooned with 
feathers of some wild lost paradisiacal bird. — 

Unawed, Mr. Ferwency ventured out among the brazen 
flames and strode straightforwardly down the townward road. 


Now this Mr. F. was not at all the sort of person who 
would do this sort of thing. Such generous and public concern 
was not normal with him. Normally he minded his own Gener- 
al Store business and rarely suffered the least need to buy 
the newspaper. In fact, in his aging days he grew increasingly 
suspicious of men and things; more and more he came to 
distrust newspapers and salesmen and stepladders. Until at 
last he could not think of anything or body left to blame for 
whateverall the Store and he had to suffer, as they did of 
course from this selfsame policy. But the day he first chanced 
to notice the reflection of his left hand in a new skillet — 
as if ready for frying — resting unnecessarily close to the 
cashbox, and the same afternoon when the Pain-in-the-neck 
came in... 

The Pain-in-the-neck came in to buy some rope for its 
mother and then started begging free licorice. Mr. Ferwency 
detested the infant at first sight and shooed it out. Where- 
upon: halfway through the door it called back You’re just 
an ole foof! or something like that. 

«I am not, » he flustered foolishly, but with an eye on a 
very available flyswatter. 

« You are too!» the Pain squealed racing away. 

These piercing words, You are two, repeated themselves 
in a squealy voice inside his head for the rest of that day and 
now returned at unpredictable intervals, like hiccups. I am 
two, and he took to muttering it to himself over and over. 
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It did not help matters at all when even his mousy housemaid 


| told him at suppertime, Why-sir, yer not yerself this evenin- 


sir! and — no less to his own surprise — he moaned aloud, ‘ 


Then who am 1? It was beginning to make him nervous hav- 
ing to hang around himself so much all day long. Soon he 
would be afraid to shut his eyes by himself. It must surely be 
that he walked in his sleep, he conceived. Yet he found it 
did no good to sleep with his eyes scotchtaped open since 
when he woke up he still couldn’t recollect having seen a 
thing. Eventually he designed and prepared a number of 
elaborate traps to catch himself in. At first only a rudimentary 
construction, a kind of moat arrangement of pans and basins 
filled with very chilly water that went surrounding his bed 
at night. Other contraptions too, such as a giant cat’s cradle 
of strings tied onto various bells and noisy hardware were 
not proof against his haunted imagination. No, none of these 
precautions reassured him entirely, since he readily conceded 
his doubleganger a high degree, or even — whether from fear 
or flattery — a higher degree of intelligence than his ‘own.’ 
No sooner would he feel that at last he might rest in peace 
(R.LP.!?) than his idly active mind conceived of new pos- 
sibilities of himself, or that is to say, him other ‘self’ plotting 
to throttle him in ‘his’ sleep. An hour and a half later he 
awoke to feel several skinny fingers — ‘his’ — tucked under 
his nightshirt collar; the only way he got any sleep that night 
was by fainting dead away. 

This condition had sorely endured and he bravely along 


‘with it, until the first appearance of the furious and infuriat- 


ing sunsets diverted him altogether from such self obsession. 
They quite untangled him out of himself. 


Everywhichway he would hazard his eyes the terrible 
effect was there — into gardens clashing with flowers, distort- 
ing and paining every colored object. It squeezed through 
his eyelids squinted up to prevent it while he paced on trying 
to make speeches out of his distress. 

The Court House was the first building of public authority 
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he came to. He tried to think of the Judge’s first name, 
couldn’t and decided never mind, not to call him anything. 

After the inevitable parliamentary What-do-you-wants and 
How-do-you-spell-its, several long Just-a-minutes on comfort- 
less Take-a-seats, at last there was a Down-the-hall-last-door- 
on-your-left and the Judge listening to him. 

« Tell me, » he began, « What’s being done about it? » 

« What about what? » the Judge questioned inattentively. 

« The, sun, sets, » Mr. F. ennunciated. 

The Judge exchanged weary glances across the room with 
George Washington and waited for more. 

«Don't say you haven't noticed! » emphasizing amaze- 
ment. 

« Occasionally,» the Judge confessed. «Never had a 
complaint before though. » 

In despair Mr. Ferwency threw his useless words away 
like so many bent nails. 

«Then look! » he exclaimed, and stamped over to the 
window and made the green shade fly up with a snap and 
spin at the top. Outside, the daylight had dimmed till the 
streetlights outshone it. The evidence was destroyed, he had 
no case. 

« Tomorrow! » he cried angrily as he left. 

The Judge shrugged his weighty shoulders. The Father 
of Our Country didn’t give a damn either, his gaze was 
sympathetically bored. 


All he could do before the phenomenon’s recurrence was 
listen and lecture among the citizenry. This he did back in 
the Store receipting every customer with his views — until 
some of them caught on that the quickest way to get their 
packages wrapped and their change back was to shout You’re 
absolutely right there! as soon as he got started in. This sound 
of solidarity pleased him, and he quickly took on the next 
in line. Or: A scientifical fellow said in the first place it 
wasn’t the sun at all but a parhelion and it all had to do 
with particles of dust and refractions of light — doubtless the 
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next rain Would wash it out of the sky. Or: Another called 
it Armageddon. 

When again with the onslaught of nightfall the ominous 
anomaly crept through the eery streets of longthinning 
deepreddening shadows quick at a game of thimblerig with 
a sleeping dog lying, a firehydrant, a retired rumpot, an evict- 
ed victrola, Mr. Ferwency, in the stare till late, slammed down 
the cashbox lid on his wrist, cursed courageously, then brac- 
ed and upbolstered himself — thrice —, gargled, took up his 
trapple: ready if ever he was. 

For a moment only he hesitated between the Parsonage 
and the Fire Department but decided he couldn’t wait for 
the Minister to wait for Sunday, and went in to see the Chief. 

The Chief had to hear in detail about what a dreadful 
eyesore it was, how beastly it made beauty, insulting ladies 
with a cruel talent of cosmetic caricature, terrified little 
children, until he would hear no more; a man naturally gruff 
and occupationally impatient, he moved fast as a fireaxe and 
left Mr. F. with a resounding, — 

«Let them wear sunglasses! » while the volunteer chec- 
kerplayers hawhawhawed. 


Then he would have to take it to the Mayor! Mr. Ferwency 
was not one to allow his honorable word on any question to 
be so lightly considered, far less allowable was it at this grave 
moment. 

Well forewarned by hearsay the Mayor was busy to 
forearm for the now inevitable interview — he realized by 
now that the man if not the matter would have to be taken 
more seriously. The appointment was arranged and Mr. 
Ferwency showed up punctiliously punctual. He talked with 
his mouth full of teabiscuits while the Mayor sipped unsteadily. 

« First of all, it seems incredible to me that you aren’t 
as shocked by this freak-of-nature as I am,» he munched. 

«I suppose I’m eating supper at that hour. No west 
windows in my diningroom, either, » though he could see 
this did not excuse him in the eyes of his earnest visitor. 
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« Then let me try to tell you how every evening — many 
evenings now and always worse — for nearly an hour between 
about seven and eight o’clock, this abomination appears on 
the horizon erupting from Hell, a fantastical dragon belching 
forth...,» but fortunately he choked on a bit of biscuit. He 
continued more calmly. 

« The truth is it’s a harrowing experience to go through 
getting caught outside in it. It makes everybody who dares 
walk the streets, who doesn’t hide in his house with the blinds 
drawn, it turns all of us to hideouslooking monstrosities. The 
color is indescribable, unearthly, un... Postpone your supper, 
Mr. Mayor, this evening you will be a witness to it. » 

« But see here, Fernsy, come now, get down to cases, let’s 
be realistic, after all, what can possibly be done about 
a sunset? » with a tolerant now-l-ask-you expression. 

« Aaaah! Now then, that's just it. What indeed? » 
triumphant and relieved that he could share his conscientious 
burden. 

Silence, of all things, followed and to the Mayor’s surprise 
he found he was on the answering-end of the discussion again. 
He tried his luck with. 

« How would this be? Your saying ‘Postpone your supper’ 
made me think of it. It would be like postponing the sun. We 
could double our daylightsaving schedule and by going to bed 
a little earlier too you would avoid the whole thing complete- 
ly,» which he thought was pretty good for on-the-spot. 

«Ha! You think so? It would pop up and slap us in 
the face right in the middle of next morning — there’ s two 
sides to every sun don’t forget. » 

« That’s true too. I wasn’t thinking, » the Mayor confessed. 

« As it is, it’s not so bad in the morning — sunrises you 
can always sleep through. » 

The Mayor grew restless now and a little irritated too 
by his nagging guest. Once more: 

« The only other suggestion I can make -— which seems 
to be more than you can do yourself — would be some tem- 


porary patience on your part, because if I am not mistaken 
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you will find the sun is now travelling as slowly-but-surely as 


ever southward along Route 92 back of the railroad tracks 


which of course pass on the other side of the mountain, and 
since pretty soon now I think the sun will be following along, 
that would put it already well out of harm’s way by six o’clock 
or so; this way, you see, by sunset time it’s entirely shut off 
and walled up.» Bui the silly riddle amused him not quite 
so much as it annoyed him. 

« Mmm I know I know, » mourned Mr. F. disconsolately, 
«I had hoped for that too, but we forget it doesn’t, this time 
of year it’s going the other way across the open fields... » 

« Well you can’t hire a gang of bricklayers to go out and 


_ build you up a damn bulkhead can you!» The Mayor got 


to his feet and walked halfway across the rug and back. 
Continuing, — 

« Beswes! Not even counting the too obvious fact that we 
can do ab-so-lute-ly nothing about it what-so-ever, anymore 
than we can keep today from being Tuesday or lightning from 
striking, but I don’t see how this... apparition... for all it may 
be an ‘outrage’ as you call it, it’s not a menace. What harm 
does it do? What real physical injury? Does it peel the paint 
off the houses? Does it poison the water supply? Does it cause 
sterility in man, woman or beast? Does it worsen any disease, 


hayfever or arthritis? splotch the skin, stain the clotheslines, 


shrivel the crops? Does it by any chance... » 

« No no no no,» Mr. Ferwency protested, « certainly not, 
or not yet. But it... » 

« Mister Fernsy, if you had any idea what I have to worry 
about twentyfour hours a day you would not expect me to 
sympathize too much over what happens to bother you from 
seven to eight in the evenings, » the Mayor said in a slightly 
raised voice, shortening on temper. 

But our Mr. Ferwency would not be put down. 

« What I ‘expect’ is for you to show honest concern for 
the large portion of this community justly angered and horror- 
stricken by an intolerable state-of-affairs! » and Mr. F. paused 
for a well-earned breath. « As for doing something, I have 


already begun organizing a group to... » 
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«“Organizing!!” Is that what you call it? Not I. What 
you’re doing is whipping and turmoiling the people into an 
uproar over nothing, with no cause and no purpose — stamped- 
ing them into a senseless panic. You know I could have you 
arrested for rabblerousing, » he smiled on purpose, beginning 
to feel unaccountably unnerved now himself. 

The Mayor took Mr. Ferwency’s arm politely and sidled 
toward the door with it. As yet it was still too early for the 
sun to set and evidently the Mayor in his present mood had 
no intention of waiting another minute for it. 


Before Mr. Ferwency got home it had descended fierce 
as a burning dirigible. This tempted him to run back to the 
Mayor, when he happened to see the Judge across the street. 
He went over hailing him with, — 

«Look! What can you call that? jagged gash, that open 
wound, that prepusterous pimple, that that that, » he jittered. 

«It does appear extraordinarily vivid this evening, I do 
agree,» said the Judge, professionally reserved. 

« Look at me. Look at yourself! You’re a ghoulish orange- 
color all over you like you were dripping in eggyolk or some- 
thing. All of us. Dreadful! » and he stormed off leaving the 
Judge saying they’d have to manage to get used to it, seeing 
as it couldn’t be outlawed... 

The black oblique shadow of a lamppost falling across 
the street was an infernal fissure in the earth he almost stumb- 
led into. Deceitful! The light had indeed invaded again. He 
saw it deface and misshape a hero’s statue, primp and bedaub 
a churchsteeple, saw it swear at women’s dresses and the 
Store’s, miscolor every color. But he had to laugh at the ladies 
with the quixotic parasols who would parry with old Sol! 
One and all were forced to dance in the crazy cotillion. 


The next thing the Mayor heard was that the ‘organiza- 
tion’ had actually been formed. All it had needed was for one 
anonymous citizen to mumble Maybe he’s got something there, 
to another to another and almost immediately it had ac- 
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complished more than all of Mr. Ferwency’s most importunate 
 speechifying. 

He the Mayor himself then would take the time to go 
down to their meetingplace and put a once-and-for-all end to 
the whole mad rumpus. BUT: on his arrival he was astonished 
to see how large a crowd there was. A fearful indecision waver- 
ed in his mind, whether it was Mr. Fernsy he was underestimat- 
ing or else those damn sunsets after all. He determined at last 
that if this fellow Fernsy was a good talker, he would be a 
better. On the other hand if these people themselves really 
were agitated, not transitively, then what was he to do? His 
entrance by way of a sidedoor attracted little attention, so he 
slammed it. 

As the heads turned around he was ready with an impos- 
ing pose, erect and stern. But no more than Fellow Citizens! 
was out of his mouth before SLAM from the other side of the 
room where Mr. Ferwency had evidently dropped a huge Bible 
which he did not stoop to pick up. The heads spun back. 

«Pardon me, Mr. Mayor,» he called over courteously, 
«Um afraid I interrupted you, I’m afraid you were about 
to say something, to address these good and honest folk who 
elected you, with words of good faith and reassurance. We 
are thankful for your recognition of the seriousness of the 
disastrous calamity that has befallen our... » 

« Of course of course indeed, » the Mayor was obliged to 
exclaim hurriedly, « but I must add this, that, inasmuchas,... » 

But Mr. F. was already smiling and clapping his hands 
together vigorously, with the crowd instantly and longloudly 
following his example. 

The Mayor was obviously whelmed almost over and came 
wearily up, neither erect nor stern, to the front of the room 
to debate it out, hoping to demonstrate the absurd impossibili- 
ty of the situation to the gathering. His demonstrative oppon- 
ent was already at work sloganing. 

«I have just been explaining to these righteously indig- 
nant citizens that even if we are not yet a majority, the 


necessity is unanimous and we who recognize it must deal 
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with it. And well do we recognize that these grisly displays 
we are being subjected to day after day are a disgraceful 
à eyesore to the entire community. » 

At this point, Mr. Ferwency dextrously and dramatically 
: revealed a gigantic mirror he had borrowed for the occasion 
from a tailor friend of his. After adjusting it to a specific 
angle he performed a second rapid unveiling, this time parting 
the dark drapes that covered a tall open window. In a gorious 
burst it seemed the sun itself fulminated into the room, 
ricocheting off the mirror and blazing up against the ceiling 
to trap them all in a kind of pagan communal crematorium — | 
blades of flame slashed each ghastly face. Then just as rapidly 
the thick curtains were shuffled back together. 

Resuming, his voice did not need to be loud. 
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«It is clear, only too terribly clear, that such a curse as 


this that has been visited upon us must result in either: total 
degradation, spiritually as well as commercially, or else... my 
dear friends... total evacuation. 

« UNLESS! » and he continued at length, rallying and 


roiling so that by the time he had got around to — 

« Where there’s a will... » 

The Mayor harassed was willing to concede. 

«If you find the way, l’Il give my will to it. However, 
and moréover, if... » 

Again he was beaten back by assaults of applause. All this 
time, the Mayor had been standing aside very ruffled and 
disgruntled, unüsed to being helpless. Now slowly, as if trying 
to recall a forgotten name, almost groggy he held up his hand 
and asked a quiet question. 
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«Did you say, excuse me, you did say, didn’t you, that 
no other community around here has been troubled by any- 
thing similar to our problem? » 


« That’s correct. I have canvassed. We are alone in our 
: ignominy. » 
| At this the Mayor uttered what would, if he were not the 
1 Mayor, have been described as a whoop. 


« Ah ha! then that’s it! » and he twirled about on one 
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toe magnificently. « Splendid! Oh you’ll re-elect me for this! 


ten times. I fear I shall eventually have to decline. Humbly, 


but... » 

Cries of Speak up and Go on and What is it rang out 
on all sides. 

« Posters and handbills! » he fairly shouted. « Tell the 
newspapers — print it everywhere. Proclaim it! Ballyhooo!! 
‘SEE Ir — Horrifying & Appalling — Ser Ir’ “Unique Pheno- 


‘menon of Nature’ ‘Abominable but True’ ‘Never Before Witnes- 


sed by Naked Eye’ » 

The idea caught on instantly, with a member of the 
Chamber of Commerce contributing ‘Hate It Or Not You Have 
To Believe It’ and the entire assemblage murmuring busily. 

The Mayor took over completely, triumphantly. 

«I don’t guess we can exactly go so far as to charge 
admission but once we get the tourists and curiosityseekers 
here we can certainly keep them overnight or a few days and 
the whole town will be booming in no time. » 

The crowd was immediately overjoyed and enthused by 
this vast envisioning and cheered frantically and spontaneous- 
ly, as they never had since the last elections. The Mayor’s 
whole countenance radiated triumph and he clasped his hands 
over his head and grinned uncontrollably at the wild ap- 
plauders. 


Everybody but Mr. Ferwency — everybody else except 
him, was more than satisfied. Solemnly and strolling slowly 
home he was more disturbed now than he had been before. 
He tried to recall where he had got his notion in the first 
place, or if, indeed, it had been ‘he’ and ‘his.’ He went along 
the dull lamplit road promising himself not to care, not to 
give a damn. He did not notice the white moon. He did not 
even notice when, after seventy seven days, the sun returned 
to setting quite naturally again and, as the tourists thought, 


quite unspectacularly. 
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AH, BUT THE UNLOVED HAVE HAD POWER * 


On the dark water 

When the great cities were drowned 

I saw the white petal floating 

Over the mountains, and the towers 

Of Edom and Babylon — bn 

I saw your image held forever now 

Safe in my brain as a child in its cradle, 
Though every building in my mind went down. 
And I knew the love in the hearts of witches, 
Of the Christs that are born with the dark hands of niggers, — 
Ánd how on the wands of the black magicians | 
Cut from a tree with withered branches, 

The blighted blossoms return, as charms... 

I knew how in squalor or age or vice or sickness 
I could from any bed of lice or thorns, 

If Death turned snow to hold you in her arms, 
Arise and with a touch of my soiled fingers 

On your cold enbalming pillows, 

Divert... a thousand years, perhaps a million, 
The sun and thaw 

God and the worms and the angels 


All were waiting for. 


* W. H. Auden. 
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LOVE I MAKE IT BECAUSE I WRITE IT 


Always seek to tell thy love 
Love untold shall never be. 


It does not stay in the heart 
| It does not stay in the mind 
| (Ah, if it did, though... if...) 
And when, the doors open and chafing against 
| Its narrow confines, forth it sets, 
| Oh what on those oceans where the clamorous flesh 
| Knows not the captain from the ship, 
| À lord still shall keep it... 
| The love untold and denied? 
Ánd what, in the jungle of the thighs, 
To the tiger, still a prince? 
Love I make it because I write it 
And as 1 say my darling, again from the skies 
Athena alights at Odysseus's side. 


Back on my book-shelves a hundred books of poems 
Tell how the telling more than the knowing 
Helpless as roses left the monsters 
And all the enchanters dismayed 
And quelled the waves, and saved, 
While the glances thrown me 
Down on the streets of my lonely roving 
Change the story 
To how on the tongues with a relish only 
_ For the wine and honey a dollar buys 
The word has died 
That leaves with no crown and no shield and homeless and 
throneless 


The old Ulysses-cry. 
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These lines I recall now: 

I am a woman, tell me lies, 

But where the caves are and those treacherous isles 
And the cord of the gathered winds in untied, 

The thrust is the same ... snatch the name. 

And love I make it because I write it — 

To find as I say my darling 

The wax for the oarsman again supplied 

And the burning stick for the Cyclops-eye. 
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THE FLOWER 


Two, from a pit 

Met, as they rose. 

For strength, they offered each other their own bright blood 
to drink. 

As cupped hands bumped in haste, there flashed some drops 
to soil. 


Up sprang a rose. 


«I used» he said, 

« To sow and reap 

In passionate haste, flinging the wild seed 

Into the noon-hot trench, or where the unbroken, moon-cold 
ground 

Lay cauled in sleep. 


« But what I reaped 

Was not a crop 

Of anemones wildly roiling the contours of the hill. 
No ocean of marigolds washed the soil in gold. 


What struggled up 
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« Out of the loam 
Was a giant mole 
With onion eyes, who spoke: ‘Be rich and wise, and dig below 
Where coarse roots cut a worm to twins. So I followed him 
Into his hole. 


« Into the night 
I fell away. 
Awash from wounds, I heard him scorning: “Trail your seed! 


Fall as it fell, in a shower of nothing. Lie in the dust you made? _ 


And so I lay. 


« But later woke 
And clambered out, 
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Not so weak as my wounds, meeting another struggler in the — 


way. 

We suffered, and were gentled, to give aid, Out of our surge 
to light 

This flower sprouts. » 


«I dreamed » she said, 
«I was with child. 


Something fathered a flower in my web of sleep, and then a 
dream 


Within a dream told me I bore and buried it all in one grieving 
night. 


So I woke, wild 


« With loss, dug down 
To find my fate. 


In burrowing, matter and mould gave way. I fell far upon a 
grave. 


Its markirg shaft, that must have been the axle of the earth, 
Impaled my heart. 
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| «With loamy eyes 
‘hat ran, I read 
Its epitaph, carved upside-down: ‘Here lies 


No dream of OLE Only the seed of weeds garlands this 
| mourning.’ 


My wound was dead, 


| « Deader than I, 

The lips a seam 
4 here no blood sprang. What caused my blood to flow so 

sweetly then, 


È ‘After we climbed together, hand in brimming hand? » 
| She paused, to dream. 


Te Listen! » he said. 

«Summon your wits! | 
| What bright flare dies from the world if we pluck this flower? 

| Or if we pass on to our own ways again... » 
| But milk was streaming from her breast as she bent down 
| To nourish it. 


COLUMNS AND CARYATIDS 


| The Wije: 
_ «I am Lot’s pillar, caught in turning, 
|. Bellowing, resistant, burning 
| With brine. Fine robes laced with sand, 
Solid, soon to be hollowed by tongues of kine. » 
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Solid, solitary salt-lick, she 

Is soon to be shaped by wind, abstracted, 
Smoothed to a sex-shape only. 

Large and lonely in the plain, 

Rain melting her slowly. 


So proud shoulder dips with compliance 

Never in life. God’s alliance with weather 
Eroding her to a spar, a general grief, y 
A cone, then an egg no bigger than a bead. N 


«I saw Sodom bleed, Gomorrah smoke. 
Empty sockets are a joke of that final vision. x 
 Tongueless, I taste my own salt, taste 4 


God's chastisement and derision. » 


The Mother: 

«I am God's pillar, caught in raising 
My arms like thighs, to brace the wall. 
Caught by my own choice, 

I willed myself to hold this ceiling. 


« He froze me at the moment of decision. 
Always I wished to bear weight, 

Not in my belly where the seed would light. 
That globe is great with stone. 

But, over me, the weight of endless function, 
My thick trunk set for stress, 

My face, showing calmly through guano 

No strain, my brain sloped by granite curls 
To wedge the architrave. 
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« The world is a womb. 
Neither I nor the foetus tire of our position. 
My ear is near God, my temples to his temple. 


I lift and I listen. I eat God's peace. » 


II 


The Lover: 


«I am your pillar that has fallen. 

And now, for centuries of rest 

I will regard my breast, my calm hills, 
My valley for the stars to travel. » 


Stripped of all ornament she lies, 

Looted alike by conquerors and technicians, 

Her curling fingers for an emperor’s flower, 

Her trinkets in barbarian’s museums. 

They dust away, but she endures, and smiles, 
Accepting ravage as the only tribute 

That men can pay to gods, that they would dint them 
To raise or decorate themselves, themselves are dinted, 
The bruise upon the sense of generations. 


So boys will turn from sleep and search the darkness, 
Seeking the love their fathers have forgotten. 

And they will dream of her who have not known her, 
And ache, and ache for that lost limb forever. 
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LOVE IN WINTER 


Mongche’s father stomped the snow from his straw shoes 
and looked at his son accusingly. Taking his long bamboo pipe 
from his mouth, he shouted, « Don’t go around the village 
opening your mouth like that. I have told you ten thousand 
times whenever you laugh to hide your mouth with your hand. 
No one wants to see a harelip break into a smile. » 

Mongche stopped sweeping the snow from the yard and 
gazed again at the snow man the children had made near the 
village well. It had a pumpkin seed in its belly button, — two 
red peppers, each in a half circle, for its mouth. When one 
of the children had shouted, « Look, mother! The snow man 
is tickled, » Mongche smiled, then had laughed aloud, for the 
image did appear to be chuckling. 

« How can I laugh? » thought Mongche. « When I think 
of my lips, I must hide them. Whenever I am happy, someone 
always spoils my joy.» The words formed on his tongue, but 
he managed to swallow them before they could come out. He 
remained for some time leaning against a mud and straw wall. 

Then came his father’s voice from inside the house. 
« Finish sweeping the snow from the yard. I am just warning 
you so you will be careful, especially on your wedding day 
and when you go to your wife’s house. » 

Mongche faced the paper window of his father’s room and 
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shouted, « Who said I was going to marry the girl you chose? 


When I get a job in Pusan, I'll forget your land like my old 


straw shoes! » 

« Get a job in Pusan! » his father remarked in a tone of 
mockery and pity. « No place will hire a harelip except perhaps 
as photographer for his dark room. Do you think half the vill- 
age wants to give their daughters to you and your harelip? » 
His father flung open the paper window and, waving his 
pipe, continued, « It will be because of the fifteen good sacks 
of rice I crop from my land. » 

Mongche trembled. He tasted salt and spat with the tip 
of his tongue. Hot tears ran down his harelip. New anger surg- 


ed up to his forehead. He shouted, « I will find a girl with my 


own hand and with my own eyes — a beautiful city girl who 
will marry me not because of your rice sacks but just because 
of me. I will! » Then he wept, not believing his own words. 

As he glanced again at the snow man whose chuckling 
look had caused him to laugh aloud and thus bring on the 
tirade from his father, he saw the daughter of the sardine 
monger who lived one fence beyond his house. She was com- 
ing up from the well, carrying an earthen jar. She paused to 


| wipe the sparkling snow from her jar before she placed it on 
her head. Lately his father had insisted that he marry this 
girl, though in fact Mongche thought she was as ugly as a 


pumpkin. 

At noon when the sun shone on the path to the mountain 
and the wind did not know which direction to take, Mongche 
crossed the hills. Far down near the bubbling shore the boats 
were crawling like great crabs. On the roofs in the harbor, 
the remaining snow glittered. He said aloud, « Pusan harbor 
teems with fish and girls — yes, more girls since the war. Why 
not? » Then he pictured the small, pale face of the tearoom 
girl he had seen in Pusan only a few days ago when a customer 
had opened the door of the tearoom. 

Mongche walked on and over the arched bridge called 
« Five Willows » that led to the big road with the thin poplar 
trees. Ox-carts were rattling, and neck bells were ringing on 
the oxen. Women were carrying bamboo baskets on their 
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heads. Men were trampling with piles of firewood on their | 
backs. At the sight of the shore corner where the flat-roofed 
tearoom stood, he slowed down his steps. A boy in a buttoned- 
up uniform ran across from the other side of the street where 
the long, barbed wire fence enclosed the grounds of the supply | 
warehouse and the American soldier barracks. He ran puffing 
— each breath blew out the cold weather muff he was wearing | 
over his mouth. 


| 
| 
| 


« If I wear a muff, people will think my mouth is hidden 
only because of the cold wind,» he thought, turning away, 
walking in the direction of the market. But each time he saw | 
‘a man wearing a mouth muff, he was reassured and walked 
fast. 

He entered a clothing shop and went over the display of … 
muffs. He picked out a triangular-shaped blue cloth that would 
just protect his mouth, put it on, and looped the strings over 
his ears. Feeling his own breath, he slowly raised his chin 
toward the shop’s mirror. His handsome features stood out — 
a broad forehead and heavy eyebrows under which wide dark 
eyes with a soft sadness looked at him. He moved closer and 
rubbed off the white marks of tear traces from his eyes and 
red, outdoor coloring. 

He walked toward the shore, watching his reflection in 
the store windows as he passed. As his shadow grew large and 
cold walking beside him, he felt more protected, but a lingering 
wispy twilight over the flat roof of the tea house discouraged 
him from entering. 

Nearing the strand, he saw curls of smoke rising from the 
boats and knew from the odors what the boatmen were cooking 
for their suppers. He was cold and hungry, but he recalled his 
father’s words of that morning and of many mornings. Once 
he had overheard his father say, « He pains me like fish bone 
in my throat. » He crouched down and watched the flickering 
of the lamp in the distant lighthouse and his thoughts of going 
into the tearoom went on and off like the lighthouse beams. 

Behind him a winter song, « Love in Winter, » trembled 
on the quiet, cold darkening air. The tearoom must be playing 
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the phonograph. He would cross the hills singing that song — 
later perhaps, not just now — for the cold tenor of the lyric 
increased the coldness within him. 


The snow man Soo and I made 

Was as firm as a candle. 

After three days and three sleeps 

I saw no snow man under the mulberry, 
And no footprints. 

I rattled her door, shouting, 

«He is gone! The snow man is gone! 
Where are you? » 

A neighbor said, « She departed with the snow man. » 
An old farmer came by and greeted me, 

« It is nice to have spring weather, isn’t it? » 


Mongche turned slowly and, his feet now half asleep, limp- 
ed toward the lighted, frosty window of the tearoom. Under 
the purple sign, « Blue Sail, » he put his hand over his mouth 
to make sure he was still wearing his cold weather muff — then 
opened the door. 

The thin candle on a customer’s table flared. Near the 
phonograph burned a large candle in a bronze holder — and 
he saw her — the young, beautiful girl he had already seen — 


"wearing a white bodice and blueflared skirt — white muslin 


stockings and tennis shoes. She was leaning forward, winding 
the machine to play a record. 

He sat down at a table nearest the door. After the music 
had started, the girl brought a small, nearly burned-out candle 
and lighted it for his table. He noticed her slim form and the 
forced smile on her tired, sleepy face. His voice was muffled 
as he said, « Tea, please.» When she nodded slightly, her 
dainty nose made a shadow on her mouth, and she blinked 
at the light she had lit. 

Mongche watched the light steam from his white tea bowl. 
When the girl leaned her head on the lid of the phonograph, 
he quickly turned his muff aside and wet his throat with a 
sip, then replaced the muff. 

A bald-headed man wearing horn-rimmed glasses, who 
had been reading a newspaper at a nearby table, stood up and 
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stretched. «I can't read even the headlines in this light,» he | 


complained as he moved his chair closer to the stove. Warming 


his hands by touching the stove pipe lightly, he continued, | 


« Even the girl here with weak arms has to wind that machine 


all day for the music to come out. » And he crushed his paper | 


‘as if it were to blame. 


A tall man with a long beard, watching the wall with | 


half-opened mouth, suddenly rose and said, « Pll see you if 


this cold wind or something else does not kill me tonight.» 
He was wearing an American soldier’s coat and Korean trousers, | 


gray and baggy, tied up at the ankles. Passing, he pulled his A 


belt in tighter as he started to the door. 


« Your belt is like the 38th parallel. It divides your _ 
Western coat and your Eastern pants. You wear the latest — 
style, » said the baldheaded one. Then placing a pinched-in, | 


once-gray felt hat on his head, he followed the other, crooning, 
« Sing a song, drink wine until the candle blows out. » 

The tea girl lifted her head from the machine’s lid, stood 
up straight, and then, picking up the newspaper the customer 
had thrown down, put it into the stove. The room had grown 
quiet and cold. On the paper she laid a few pieces of wood, 
then blew on it to make a blaze. Only smoke and ashes were 
puffed out; no blaze came. She turned her face briefly toward 
Mongche, coughed, then wiped away the tears caused by the 
acrid smoke. 

Mongche went over to the stove and, with a handy kitchen 
knife, cut the wood into smaller pieces and rekindled the fire. 
In the firelight the girl’s face glowed. Mongche sensed the 
joy of discovering things about her that he had not seen 
before — the luster of her teeth, her two dimples, and the 
lovely, slender neckline. 

« The pieces of wood the manager brings me are too big 
to make fires, » she explained. 

When she returned to the phonograph, Mongche spoke 
for the first time. « You do not have to run the machine for 
me. » 


« The manager wants me to keep the music going always. » 


312 


: ia AN ie i ini A A ar a 
ETC E IT pent vie NT y v x A 
(88 


n 
(mat 


LOVE IN WINTER 


Her quiet explanation was interrupted by light coughing. « So 
the customers hear it and come in,» she added. 

« Your arm must be sore from winding all day, » Mongche 
replied. He walked over to her side and wound while she 
chose a record. The winding was more of an effort than he 

- had expected. At the end of each selection, he would turn 
and turn the short black handle. 

A boat whistled, and two men came in — then others. 

_ Now half a dozen candles were lighted at customers’ tables, 
and raindrops began to trickle down the window panes, now 
veiled with steam. Reflections were cast upon the cold darkness 
outside. Shyly the tea girl commanded, « Will you go back to 
‘your seat, please? » 

Every afternoon from that day on Mongche walked up the 
mountain path with frigid toes to visit the « Blue Sail.» He 


ioved the twilight that would cross over the mountains and 
the winds that perhaps would cut the strings of flying kites. 
His mind flew as high as a cut-off kite — but always returned 
to his love. At the wooden bridge where the cold wind did 
not touch and one could hear the rustling of the pines, he 
would again put on his cold weather muff and half run against 
_the homeward-going market people. 

Near the end of the barbed wire fence he could see the 
dim light of the tearoom kitchen and sometimes hear faintly 
the tones of that same song, « Love in Winter. » He often 
hastened to the door that now would sometimes open before 
he reached it — for Ann Zee Ann would be standing there with 
the long silk cord of her white bodice shaking in the draft 
from the open door. 

Mongche never took off his muff in the tearoom. When 
Ann Zee Ann turned her eyes away from him, he would slip 
it aside and hide his harelip with his hand while he swallowed 
his tea, which usually had become cold. At the evening meal, 
there were few customers — perhaps one or two lonely faces 
quietly sipping tea — and when the candle on their table had 
burned low, they left as if they knew they were no longer 
welcome. Mongche always cut the pieces of wood smaller for 
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the fire and wound the phonograph for Ann Zee Ann. While | 
he was doing this, she would open her lunch box and eat her 
supper in the kitchen. Once she invited him to eat with her, | 
but through his muff, his voice a hoarse whisper, he had refus- | 
ed. «I have a cold; I cannot eat. » 

Mongche tried to avoid her eyes in the pale face, beauti- 
fully pale as a pear blossom, by going to the stove to replenish | 
the fire. Then he would go to the phonograph and select a 
record with no idea of what he was going to play. When it 
was time for the manager to come in, he would leave — feeling | 
like a sparrow in a golden harvest frightened by the jerk- — 
ing of a scarecrow. Walking homeward, he would take off his 
muff and raise his nostrils high to breathe in the night air 
deeply. He was so happy at having seen Ann Zee Ann and at. | 
the same time so sad at having to meet her only in this way 
and wondering how long he would be able to do so. 

At last one evening when there was no customer in the 
room, Ann Zee Ann asked Mongche for the first time, 
« Mongche, why don’t you take off your mouth muff? » 

It was as if someone had poured ice cold tea over his 
head. His mind forgot speech for the moment and his throat 
pressed tight; his muffled tongue drew back so far that he 
gulped. Finally, he was able to stutter, « You — you might — 
catch — cold if I took it off. » 

« Don’t worry about me, Mongche. » Picking the harden- 
ing wax from around the large candle, she added softly, « Even 
in my dreams you were wearing that muff. I want to have my 
dreams about you but with no piece of cloth. I want your full, 
laughing face. » She moved her eyes so close that they reflected 
the candle light. When she coughed, the flame shrank, hug- 
ging to the wick, and then flared. She stood up erect, saying 
apologetically, « I am sorry. » Later she came back to him and, 
slipping a small bottle into his pocket, said, « I bought some 
tablets for your cold. » 

Mongche sat down like a run-down phonograph that would 
not be able to finish its song. As customers came in and went 
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out and she waited on them near his table, the candlelight fill- 


ed his bowl; then her shadow overflowed it. 


Wearily, Ann Zee Ann would lean on the machine after 
she placed a record on the disc. It was then that Mongche 
wished he could exchange his good health for her coughing 
illness. 

Someone threw himself into a chair near Mongche, croon- 
ing, «Sing a song — drink wine.» It was the tall man with 


the beard. Mongche emptied his bowl, tasting the tea that 


was now doubly cold and bitter, then adjusted his muff and 
walked out. His feet, however, did not obey him very well but 
seemed to hold him back as if they knew he had not many 


more days to walk lightly. At the shore he lingered, watching 


the dark water and the lighted fishing boats moving like 
fireflies. 

When the music stopped and did not start again, Mongche 
turned back to the tearoom. A man came out, holding a faded 
bag -— the handle of which was worn out; he stood awhile 
as if he did not know what to do. When the light went out, 
Mongche stood where the man’s shadow must have lingered 
and waited for Ann Zee Ann. 

A slender figure, holding a small bundle under her arm 
like a school girl, closed the door and slipped by Mongche. 
He spoke her name softly, hoping not to frighten her. After 
a moment’s pause, she spoke his name aloud. « Mongche! » 
They walked away from the shore toward the street shadowed 
by poplar branches, Mongche carrying her bundle. 

Soon the light from beyond the barbed wire fence cast 
shadowy lines with occasional posts like sentinels. Ann Zee 
Ann confided to Mongche that she was afraid to pass this 
place at night on her way home because sometimes men hidden 
below in the ditch outside the enclosure would dash out and 


| away at the sound of a car coming or a shot from a rifle. 


Mongche, with his mind on the bottle of cold tablets, did 


not reply. 
« You do not talk tonight, » she complained. 
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« I suppose I am too happy, » he answered as he cleared | 
his throat. i | 

«I am happy, too, because you walk with me. » i 

After that night, Mongche made longer visits to the | 
tearoom, feeling that each time would be his last, but wishing | 
to walk part of the way to town with this girl. Alone on the | 
homeward mountain path, he would raise her face toward the | 
stars and mutter many things he could not say to her in 
person. As winter thinned away the wind changed its course 
and, moving more softly, brought the interrupted sound of a 
bell buoy from the East. In the two different sounds he could | 
hear Ann Zee Ann’s happy laughter — then the crying he 
would hear should she ever see his harelip. She would cry all 


the more, he knew, if he kept on crossing the mountain to - 
the « Blue Sail. » But he also knew that, no matter what he. 
decided at night, when the twilight shadow of the mountain 
should reach half way on his father’s farm, he would walk : 
toward the harbor. 

On evenings when the fog crept over the sea and the 
green frogs in the rice field began to sing for rain, he realized 
that spring was coming. The shore became more noisy at the 
markets where the fishermen unloaded spring sardines and 
herrings. He could not find anyone wearing a mouth muff. 
Ann Zee Ann was beginning to look thinner — her shoulders 
were drooping more. She chided, « Mongche, you neither talk 
nor laugh any more when you walk with me. » 

« I suppose I am too happy, » was all he could say. 

The spring came early. Under the bridge the ice patches 
and muddy water had already run down: a fast-flowing current 
combed through the willow branches and outlined the bridge 
and his moving figure as Mongche went to market. More and 
more boats were weaving in and out as they dumped the fish 
along the shore — each pile like sheaves in the evening sun. 
People gathered around, leaving no room in the air for the 
music from the tearoom. The fishermen often came in noisily 
while they waited for carts to transport their catches to the 
outside markets before they spoiled. Often inside the tearoom 
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| they would drown out the music with their loud complainings. 


The tall, bearded man, a fish dealer, cursed because 


without electricity from the north the ice factories had had 
to shut down. To the others gathered for tea he would speak 


in angry tones, « The fish spoils before we can get it moved. 


No ice! No tires! No speedy transportation! What are we to 


do? » he shouted. 


Quiet customers who liked music and candlelight would 


|. sip their tea more quickly and move out. Then fewer and 


fewer of the quiet customers came. 

When the fishermen did not come in and the shore was 
quiet, the music sounded clear. Ann Zee Ann would sit beside 
him and lean her tired body against his — her hair, scented 
with camellia oil, would touch his muff. How sweet, how beauti- 
ful, when she came close to him; and yet he had to maintain 
his distance from her. He watched the remote line of her 


‘shadow on the wall and thought, « The longer I hide my mouth, 


"the more she seems to perfect it in her mind because she loves 


me. » 
No maiter in which direction his mind went, nor how 
often his thoughts were tossed back and forth, always eventual- 


ly they came to rest against a stone wall. Of one thing only 


was he sure; he did not want to lose Ann Zee Ann. Often he 
had to close his eyes to avoid seeing the look that he knew 
would come into her eyes should he reveal his blemish. He 
knew that the warm sea breezes from the South were on their 
way, that soon the windows would be opened and he could 
not wear his mask. 

On her spring holiday, Mongche took Ann Zee Ann with 
him to the hill to see the setting sun. They crossed the bridge 
and soon climbed to a sunny spot half way to the top of a 
pine-scented hill, where they sat down on dry sage near a 
greening mulberry tree before a tomb. The early spring fog 
was spreading to envelop the few sails far out at sea. Ann Zee 
Ann’s face absorbed the flow of the sunset. She hummed a 
song, « Our love grew with the mulberry leaves,» and her 
dark eyes twinkled as she looked around. « When I was a 
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child,» she said, «I came here to pick leaves to feed my 
silkworms every day, even on rainy days. When I was sick and 


could not come, my silkworms died. I cried and cried. Oh, | 


I played at finding those mulberries with my eyes closed in 


the pine groves. » She looked at the dried grasses between the | 
baby pines nearby. « The azaleas will bloom there — and the 


dogwood, too. » 
«I love winter. I love cold, cold wind, » moaned Mongche. 
Ann Zee Ann, bringing her eyebrows almost together, 
turned to him. « You said it was the cold air that made you 
keep your muff on. Why do you like winter? » 


As he did not answer, she continued, « Since my father ci 
could not buy enough firewood, I often had to draw my knees | 
up to my chin and sleep like a frog to keep warm. » She smiled i 


at him. 

Mongche, taking her arm, asked, « Ann Zee Ann, no matter 
what happens, will you promise to love me? » 

Bringing herself closer to him, laying silk cord on his 
hand, she answered, « Before you talk, I want you to take off 
that muff. I like everything about you, Mongche, but one thing. 
I would like to hear your real voice and watch your lips when 
you talk to me. » Her voice was low and far off as she added, 
« Then, when my eyes closed, I could complete your picture. » 

Mongche stood up and, facing the mulberry tree, began 
to scratch the coarse bark with his finger. 

« What is the matter? » Ann Zee Ann asked unhappily. 

« Nothing. Nothing, » he replied. 

As he stood there his mind turning over, whirling, and his 
hand ran timidly over his mouth. Suppose I show my harelip 
now, he thought. No — she will think I have been a cheat, a 
dirty, comical cheat. I do not want to shatter her dream — 
break her dream of love as round as the rim of the tea bowl 
which touches her lips with music in her ears. Should there 
come a tiny crack on the rim, it would hurt her. Then I would 
drop my bowl, forget the music, and go away never to return. 
Suppose this harelip in the dark should touch her azalea-color- 
ed lips and press them. It would hurt and bleed her. Yet I 
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should let her know the truth. Everyone has a scar. Who 
doesn’t these days? Only the place of the scar varies. | 

Quietly Ann Zee Ann slipped up behind him. Mongche 
felt her warm breath on his neck and his hair. Suddenly his 
cold weather muff was snatched off by her quick white hand. 
He heard her laughing and felt her body lean closer. 

Shaking her off roughly, he ran as fast as he could. Even 
when she cried out pleadingly, « Mongche! » he kept on run- 

ning, hearing his own sobbing. 

He did not know how far he ran, but when he was at the 
top of the hill he threw himself down on the dead leaves and 
cried louder, pressing his face against the earth. When he 
grew calmer with the wind that crossed the mountain, he 
told himself, « Without the mask I could not even move one 

step toward her. » He clenched his fist that was holding spring 
earth and his tears welled up again. « My two strong arms 
could not lift even a silk muff. » 

Mongche got up, walked a few paces and looked toward 
the sea over which there hung a sickle moon. The damp chill 
began to creep over all, and he wished Ann Zee Ann would go 
home before the night air hurt her throat. Below, the river 
stretched out like an endless silk cloth that covered much 
sorrow. The sun had yielded the round grove of willows to 

the night. 

From his elevation now he could discern Ann Zee Ann’s 
lonely figure as it emerged from the road at the other end of 
the bridge. A horse cart stopped by her, but the frail figure 
in the white jacket walked on. Mongche stumbled down a 
few steps, losing her form in the shadow of the mountain. 

Many an afternoon afterward, when the failing light strok- 
ed ihe hills, Mongche walked to the town, but at the bridge 
turned back, vaguely watching the waning blue of the sky and 
seeing the darker blue of the full skirt that the girl had worn 
the first time he saw her. Somehow his eyes avoided the side 

_ of the hill where he had run away from her. The candlelight 
time awoke his stinging remembrance and in the flickering 
shadows he could see her leaning on the phonograph. On 
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moonlit nights he would come back to the wooden bridge again. 
Stopping in the shadow of the willows he would wonder vainly 
— whether or not he should try to get a glimpse of her return- 
ing from work. 

One afternoon in the middle of spring he found himself 
walking farther beyond the bridge and still farther. He was 
irresistibly tempted to go to the « Blue Sail.» On he went. 
Soon the air was full of fish odors and the sunlight dazzled. 
He found himself near the tearoom. In place of the windows 
there were reed shades which moved in and out with the | 
breeze, letting the music out brokenly. His cautious, soundless | 
footsteps were those of a thief, afraid even of his own coughing | 
and foot sounds. Standing near the door he tried to listen to + 
the music. He could picture the thin arms of Ann Zee Ann as © 
she wound the phonograph, and he pitied her. As once more, | 
« Love in Winter » started, he thought — what beautiful music! 
His heart pained him; he stood for a moment with his hands 
circling his ears against the noise outside the door, then touch- 
ed the door where she used to stand. Suddenly the door was 
pulled open. He shielded his face and stepped back. 

« Don't you have the money to go in? » a strangely familiar 
voice asked. 

Mongche saw that it was the fish dealer. The bearded man 
was still wearing his 38th parallel garb. He walked away a 
few steps, then beckoned to Mongche and said, « Come with 
me. I want to talk to you. » 

Mongche turned quickly. Not wishing to talk at the door, 
he followed. When they reached the shore where men were 
busily bartering, the tall one asked, «Do you want to make 
money? Big money, I mean? » 

As Mongche did not answer, the fish dealer came closer 
and peered into his face. « 1 did not know you had a harelip. » 
Mongche lowered his head. « You can do many things with 
money. Money can even heal that split in your lip. Doctors 
can operate on your lip and make it round and full all over. » 

After an interval he continued, « 1 saw you often in that 
tearoom, and I know you can keep quiet. » 
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As Mongche still did not answer, his companion lowered 
his voice and became tense as he pointed his chin toward 
the enclosure. Coming closer, he whispered, « Have you seen 
inside that wire fence? The huge pile of American tires 
recently unloaded? » 

Mongche shook his head. « Why? » he asked. 

« We, you and I, are going to get four of those tires, just 
four, out of that pile of hundreds. Do you hear me? Two 

- thousand han in your pocket this very night! » 

Mongche remained silent. He was thinking, « This man 
may mention me as a harelip boy to her» — till the man 
interrupted. 

« Why don’t you believe me? The fishermen do not have 
ice, so they will pay any price for the tires to transport their 
fish. » 

The man’s nostrils enlarged as he pointed to Mongche’s 
nose and asked, « Don’t you smell their fish spoiling? » A 
L Taking Mongche by the arm, he ordered, « Come with 
me. I’]l show you what to do tonight. » 

Walking half a step behind, Mongche missed many things 
the tall man was saying. He had no strength not to follow — 

only a dread of walking back home to spend another lonely, 
tossing night. As they passed the side of the tearoom he heard 
the fish dealer say, «I have drifted everywhere. Once I met 
a man who married after such an operation as yours would 
be. You look like you can run fast, and it takes only a few 
minutes to make big money. » 

Mongche, walking now beside him, tried to listen more 
closely as they approached the compound within the warehouse 
fence. Deep darkness pressed down on the street, for it was 
late evening, the time when the boat whistles could hear their 
own echoes from the unseen mountains. Inside the fence, near 
the dark pile of tires, a yellow light shone over a soldier with 
a rifle. Mongche crawled along the ditch between the fence 
and the poplar-lined road. He slipped in the mud, and his 
feet sank. He raised his head above the ditch just high enough 
to see. At the fence post he found the ends of a few cords 
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which he had been told would be there. He understood now 


what the fish dealer had said earlier. «I gave some money to — 
a hired laborer inside the wire, telling him to tie the cords | 
to four tires, then fasten the long ends to the barbed wire | 
fence. » 

Now Mongche was face to face with the long cord ends. 
The laborer had covered the cords with earth and loose pebbles 
so the guarding soldiers would not discover them. All Mongche 
had to do was unfasten the ends, pull the cords toward the 
outside fence, and the tires would come slowly toward him. | 
Then he was to take the tires to the fish dealer hidden nearby | 
and run, run! 

Mongche hesitated while the soldier in the misty light 
walked away several steps and then turned back toward the | 
tire pile. Mongche’s neck was beginning to feel tired and stiff. 
He lowered his head. The smell of the mud stung his nose, 
so he covered in with his hand. His hand did not feel a patch 
of cloth over his mouth. He felt a bit sick, cold, unprotected. 
« Harelip, » he said quietly. Then the word — harelip — 
seemed to seal up every soft part of him, keeping him rigid. 

He managed to rest his head on the grassy slope above 
the ditch. The fog began to thin and outline the poplar trees. 
For a long time he watched the broken piece of moon through 
the clouds, the stars, the sparkling trail of a shooting star as 
it fell over the now hazy mountain where he had run away 
from Ann Zee Ann. He could see his cold weather muff in 
her hand and hear her cry out to him. He moved his foot 
slightly. The foul odor of mud again stifled his nostrils. He 
began to wonder. Would she forget that evening when he had 
run away? Would she come back to him if the doctors could 
sew up the split in his lip? Perhaps she had seen his full face 
that evening and could never forget the ugliness, no matter if 
after the operation the ugliness did not show. For the time 
he had forgotten why he was in the ditch. 

Then he heard the hushed but angry voice of the fish 
dealer. « Are you asleep in that dung hole? » 

Mongche turned to look and raised his hand slightly. The 
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guard was striking a match and walking beyond the tin-roofed 
warehouse. The lone yellow light shone over the deserted place 
where the dark tires lay. He got up, shook the dirty slime from 
his feet, and stepped up to the fence as if he were playing a 
game. With no fear, he pulled one of the cords. A white line 
appeared above the ground, reaching to the shadowy pile. He 
pulled harder. A tire leaped forward. A few tires piled above 
it crashed down to the ground and rolled a short distance. 
| After a moment of hesitation, he pulled hard again and watch- 
ed the tire moving toward him. He heard a soldier’s quick 
running steps. The guard ran over to the pile and peered 
cautiously behind it as if expecting to see someone hiding there. 

Mongche pulled his cord more rapidly, then heard a 
_ frightened yell which might have come from the man who saw 
the tire moving. Mongche quickly raised a strand of barbed 
wire and grabbed the tire. He heard a succession of sounds 
like fire-crackers — so close — as if they started within his 
own ears. His shoulder jerked, and the arm that held the tire 
suddenly dropped. Before he could step back, he fell into the 
ditch. 

He felt blind as if he were under water. He struggled to 
move, passing his hand over his burning shoulder. For a mo- 
ment he thought that his father was in the field, loading a 
heavy sack of rice over his back. His foot stuck in the mud; 
he pulled it out, leaving a straw shoe behind. But he managed 
to limp away. Suddenly, his legs folded at the knee, and his 
hip came down with no support. He lay with his head on the 
side of the ditch and heard a stream of cars go by. A wetness 
spread across his chest, making his coat stick to him. As the 
pain whirled in his shoulder he groaned. 

The silken threads of light from the tearoom broke one 
by one, wavering and sagging. He opened his eyes as wide 
as he could, trying to hold on to the remaining streak. He 
wanted to see Ann Zee Ann, even her shadowy figure as she 
passed, going home from the tearoom. 

After a while he heard the sound of footsteps close by; 
then there was silence. Soon a noise moved in with the light 
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of a lantern. Many faces, white faces, peered down at him. 
He felt powdery earth gritting on his tongue, and his throat 
was parched and dry. Then he heard a voice: « Don’t give 
him any water yet. Wait for the stretcher. » 

He thought that the stretcher would take him to a well, 
shaded by a group of willows, and he waited for it. A bowl 
of water came close but seemed unable to rest below his nose. 
Faces came closer, but no water. The faces looked cruel. They 
had seen his harelip. 

Then he called Ann Zee Ann, for she would bring him 
at least a cup of water to wet his throat. « Bring her — the 
tearoom girl! » he tried to shout. 

« Give him water. He is dying. » So spoke someone whose 
voice sounded as if very far away, and soon the rim of a bowl 
touched his lips. The muff floated away, and he drank what 
tasted like the icy water from the well at the foot of the 
winding mountain path. À cold white mist seemed to fill the 
ditch as if light snow were falling. He raised.his eyes in thanks, 
but the faces staring at him were only strange ones. He looked 
again more intently, struggling to keep awake, and asked, 
« Where is Ann Zee Ann? » 

For a moment he was intensely lonely, as if he were in 
the busy market or at a hermit-crowded temple. Then, « Here 
she is, » someone behind a lantern said and the group of faces 
split. Mongche placed his hand over his mouth and put his 
chin down as he felt the full glow of the light. He could not 
see a swirling blue skirt, nor the pale face of Ann Zee Ann. 
Instead, it was a stout girl in a tight western skirt who came 
and stooped over him. Mongche shook his head and dropped 
his hand. His mouth quivered as he tried to speak, but his 
tongue was too heavy. 

The lantern bearer, bending over, explained, « He has 
been calling for the girl at the Blue Sail. » 

« The girl who was there before me? » the stout one asked. 
« Why, she quit a month ago. » 

A violent shiver passed over Mongche as he muttered, 
« Ann Zee Ann. » 
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«She had been sick all winter, and then her lungs got 
‘worse. At last the manager found out and let her go,» the 
stout one rapidly explained. She turned to whisper to the 
others, but her voice floated into Mongche’s ears loud as an 
ancient gong from a temple. « She will foilow him by next frost 
time. » 

Mongche stared at her moving lips. Ann Zee Ann seemed 
to say something which he could not hear. Scenes which were 
_ strangely familiar came to his mind — ugly patches of ice 
melting in the river; a muff drifting in and out over the even- 
ing waves; a laughing snow man with the lips splitting in the 
sunlight. | 

Someone lifted the lantern over his face. The thin candle 
light on a customer’s table appeared to flare. A young girl with 
white bodice and blue skirt was winding a phonograph to 
continue music which sounded as remote as a bee flying away. 
He reached out to wind the phonograph, but the music ceased. 

Still he could not hear the spoken words. In the shifting 
light he tried to read her lips. « I will see you next winter, » 
he interpreted. | 
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Noun of a name that rests upon a name, 
Demon of light, impasse of art, the pure 
Vision of sound, atrocious thought, the game 
Of combination, icy, dangerous, sure; ~ 


No eloquence, no recitative, recourse 
To common passion cut: «I say a flower: » 
The indisputable ray whose only source 


Lies far from Muse and chance and Herod’s power; 


The stroke of will that must abolish chance: 
The lamp which knows an agony, the lost 

Young fate of heaven and earth, the dissonance, 
The breaking of the senses, and the tossed 


Boat of the hypocrite reader: still to ‚find 
The one solution which may serve to give 

A sense more pure to tribal words: O mind, 
The wind is rising! One must try to live. 
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ANTONY WITH CLEOPATRA 


We were not young but excellent: 

What a long way from Italy, 

The Nile never seemed so deep; 

It was the very brim of summer, 

Just the best time of the year for love, 
Roman soldiers dived arch-backed into the sea. 


Certainly our field were planted 

With lilac and poppies 

When there was need of cotton and wheat; 

So toward the end of summer | 

We began our walks on the outskirts of the city 
To watch for the coming of strangers. 


Then out of the Mediterranean came Caesar and ships, 
His spikes and axes multiplying the sun, 

His sails full silver, 

Our sheets still warm and wrinkled, 

Cleopatra pretending to be asleep; 

Antony still naked beneath his armor. 
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ENOBARBUS PLANS FOR CLEOPATRA 


Fl fatten her on steamy mutton cooked in peasant wine | 
Of the Chianti hills, no alabaster Eros | 
Born with unnatural perfections will be our God, 

But clay household Gods that break in a season, 
Found easily as trees in an orchard, that bend 

With the wind and bear a fruit luscious and similar. 
PU make her a common soldier’s wife with work 

In front of the house; Ill couch her on a hard bed 

Let her make mysteries with straw under her back. 
Naked Cleopatra cries. Let there be no more vanities. 
I offer water in a pail for a mirror, my promise 

To guard in the night against thieves and barbarians. 

I am a soldier, will not give up my sword to mystery. 
But penny honest, when Antony touches her shoulder 
I feel useless flesh about my face, a failure 

My body separates from itself, like a beaten army 
Whose privates hardly follow my hoarse commands; 
My hands are smeared with cold and freckles. 

I who took my girls to Rome, virgins to the sea, 
Know this was not soldiery, but a boy’s pluck, 

I can not go to battle with hoping Cleopatra watches, 
If she looks past me I have no retreats or parries. 
Great Eros 

I wait beside her to hand her a glass if she will drink. 


CHARMIAN TO ENOBARBUS 


I have watched my queen’s tricks and when the feasts are over 
I eat from plate to plate and have my fill 

Of chicken and melon kings and princes did not touch, 

Sword buckling and unbuckling in her chamber. 

Once when Caesar in his prime arrived unexpected, 

Cleopatra off on a journey, his hottest lust 
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Fresh from fighting his death he gave to me. 
Love’s music is a trumpet not the harp. 
| Notice she moves her hand like a branch: a trick. 
| You think that majesty is closeness to the Gods? 
| Cleopatra learns from cats and they from her, 
She licks, and her soft hair is electrical. 
Heavy Enobarbus, I like your weight, 
_ PU hold your head in my lap as she holds Antony’s, 
No closer can you come to her. Sail here, 


My lord Fll wash our sheets in the Nile. 


ANOTHER REPLY FOR POMPEY 


Menas: These three world sharers are in thy vessell, 
Let me cut the cable. 


Cut the cable. But not their throats. Caesar 
Antony and Lepidus are in my sack. 

Below common skies, ordinary winds 

Sail my miraculous cargo past the Gods. 


The world, my world, far as the eye can see, 
Notices no change. Rome, Neptune, Venus, 

Keep divinity, I mortality, 

The rudder doesn’t budge, my oars chained to kings 
Rise and fall as Gods, break their locks. 

My galley slave brain holds fast, O Gods let me 
Pace beyond my nature, for I am not natural, 

On my oar’s chain and on my deck I carve 


I am not Caesar’s. 


Caesar snores, Antony sleeps, Lepidus dreams. 
Had I been born to this as Caesar, my dreams 
Would be natural; three calm sleepers slept, 


329 


STANLEY MOSS 


Could wake the pack, as wolf bitches wake 
Their blind young that charge their hot sides. : 4 
Cut their throats! Bilge wind pipes and let the wind 
Pipe through Caesar back to Rome. There’s Neptune 
In my blood, I am awash against his trident. 


Invited guests, 

Given such brief hospitality, 

Such poor fare on my ship, as on the earth; 
Friends, even the Gods murder all their guests. 


The world my horse, I spur with Caesar’s boot, 
Whip its flanks and whisper common words; 

My kings and subjects 

I command to do all things beyond my imagination. 


GRAVE SONG 


Lover and lover are wrong they sing 


So loud, they wake the sound of morning. 


North wind and jungle wind blow 
On either side of your window. 


The noisy earth roars over every sound, 
I hear only the sun’s constant pound, 


When will I hear sun beat again, 
In what darkness? In what rain? 


The earth questions but you soundless, 
Answer below a flower’s darkness. 


Rain your city, a plough clangs hours, 
A brook shows its silver towers. 


I must make my death handsome 
To join you in this bright kingdom. 
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THE HILLS OF THE NEGEV 


All time is unredeemable 


Not long ago, I walked out to Tel es Sab. It is a large 
tel, looming out of the wadi like a giant molehill. The wadi 
itself lacerates the landscape like a knife, slashing its way 
through the tel, through the wide, arid hills, gouging out every- 
thing in its way like a sculptor’s tool, trundling the waste 
away in the winter runoff — and who knows what bones of 
our forefathers, what accretions of what civilizations the wadi 
has already carried away, westward through the hills, to dump 
them at last into the sea which receives all, obliterates all, 
forgives all? Beyond lie the mountains of Hevron, a pale 
greyish yellow with deep violet cloud-shadows: the mountains 
of a dream — fabulous, faraway, never to be attained. And 
all around you, as far as you can see, stretch the rounded 
hills of the Negev, curving endlessly, gently; one thinks of 
women’s breasts. In comparison, the tel looks almost new; 
it looks gauche, a little out of place, a little embarrassed, as 
though it realized its own intrusion on the scene, as though 
it felt the hills waiting for its erosion. 

— I had come to Tel es Sab to paint, and perhaps from 
some more obscure desire to poke into the past a little, as 
you will stir a dead fire to see which coals still glow; to call 
up out of the past those names, the legendary ones, that are 
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half fiction, half history, and five thousand years dust, but 
still sing in the blood and are remembered in all our names: 
we, the children, seeking the myth of our fathers, our minds” 
forefathers; to rubbish in the leavings of that most intimate 
and obscene of all things, a city; and to find only the tel, ster- 
ile and bare, enduring the infinite purification of the sun. 
I had come to paint; but the scene escaped me. I had not 
the colors for it. In the Negev, the sun sucks the colors from 
the sky, the hills, the vegetation; it blazes down as though 
it would purify the very earth by fire, and drains the color 
from everything, leaving those pale pale ghosts of colors you 
can never put on canvas because no one would believe them: 
yet they stick in the mind, and the mind’s eye, and neither 
can anyone ever forget them, Going to Tel Aviv or Haifa 
from the Negev is like being thrown into a picture-postcard 
world — the colors are too bright, too gaudy, too unreal, 
and one finds oneself longing for the subtler tones of the 
Negev — the shadings of grey, the indefinable yellows, the 
strange lost blues which haunt the shadows, the dusty green 
of the lone tree which juts up out of the hills like the last 
eipher of a lost code. — And becoming discouraged at the 
prospect of ever translating these hills into paint, I put my 
things aside and sat down on a rock and looked at the view. 
One never tires of the landscape: hills, hills, hills: and the 
wadi, inevitable as the passage of time itself, threading its 
way among the hills, lost occasionally, out of sight, but al- 
ways there: rock-dry, part-time river, only in winter crashing 
unbelievably into water, like the last crownng trick of a mast- 
er magician: stony dry bone-white yet you know the bould- 
er you stand on will some day, some year, some million 
years, be rolled on down to the sea, grated into gravel, pound- 
ed into sand, and poured along the beach or into the sea 
itself, to wash up on another shore, another time: and all 
this already was (the rockworn grains of sand recemented, 
older rock’s dissolved minerals resedimenting)... You feel 
somehow that the hills, the wadi, have vast metaphysical im- 


plications, that you are on the verge of some tremendous 
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discovery about the nature of things — (why, it is right on 
the tip of the tongue!) — Only it is never grasped; it never 
becomes. It escapes the mind as the Negev colors escape the 
paintbrush. And your eyes go searching the landscape, and 
your thoughts keep nagging at you, ‘What did I miss? What 
did I fail to see which would have made it all fall into place, 
make sense?’ But you know at the same time that you have 
seen it all; in this merciless light one sees everything there 
is to see. 

Looking back at Beer Sheva, today’s Beer Sheva, you 
see the whole town spread on the hills (and Beer Steva is 
that one, you qualify, the new one; for the undercurrent of 
memory which has drawn you here to Tel es Sab, to the Beer 
Sheva that was, still denies its name, trying to insist on the 
present, your present, your identity, for once that is lost or 
forgotten you are no more than these bones on which you 
stand, and that idea is unbearable here, in these hills: intol- 
erable the past encroaching on the present, your present — 
the unfulfilled, unransomed, unatoned-for past of other lives, 
other blood, other breathing, of things we and others did 
not do, and things we did wrongly, and all the millenia of 
consequences which we always bear; and we dread the thought 
that what was past is always present, we would put past and 
present and future into neat, separate compartments and 
clutch our identity to us like a woman grabbing for her hat 
in a high wind: ‘Remember who you are’, we say to the child- 
ren, trying to cheat time.) And looking at the Beer Sheva 
that is now (refusing its past and future lives), you see the 
old city and the new city and you think how much more the 
‚old city fits in with the colors — the stone and debbish houses 
blending with the colors of the earth: but not really right, 
either — the old city is laid out in precise rows, like e check- 
erboard, and here in the rounded hills, there is something 
almost demented in the city’s right-angled squareness. You 
think of the German engineer who planned the town for 
the Turks thirty years ago — or forty maybe, or fifty, what 
difference does a decade or so make to these hills? — You 
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call him up in the imagination: a heavy man, red-faced, al | 
ready past his forties, past success, slow, thoughtful, pipe- | 
smoking (he was always complaining about the quality of | 


the tobacco, or if he got good tobacco, about the price of 
tobacco: his pipe was his ritual, his household god); a bache- 
lor through the circumstances of his job and the excessive 
fastidiousness of his personality; he had never been able to 
find a woman who would put up with it, and his bachelor- 
hood became him like an old coat, a part of his ordered soul: 
even his movements were calculated to save effort. He spoke 


his thick German or thickly-accented English, French, — he — 


could never have spoken Turkish — with the one well-edu- 
cated Turkish official (— and the mind conjures up this offi- 
cial also: educated at Beirut, clever at languages and taking 
bribes, writing poems in his moments of despair: dark and 
thin with a hairline moustache and, strangely, blue eyes, — 
black-sheep son of well-to-do family, whose love affairs or 
political inclinations were of the wrong sort, that he was sent 
to this Godforsaken outpost of the Turkish empire, the dying 
old empire, already in its last throes: devoting himself to 
his job with a bitter humor, playing incredible tricks on the 
local sheikhs whom he hated simply because they lived there, 
playing jokes on the German engineer because he had no 
sense of humor, and making a small fortune taking bribes 
from smugglers): and he (the German) longing for the green 
Walder, for the old songs and familiar speech, and swift- 
running water, homesick and sentimental and fastidious: and 
together, the stolid German and the thin, intense Turk, build- 
ing together this anomalous desert town — one because he 
was simply carrying out what they had told him to do and 
the other as the greatest of all his practical jokes: housing 
Arabs, with a water supply from wells which were always 
getting contaminated, no drainage system, no trees, no parks: 
neat-laid houses, row on row, like a checkerboard, each with 
its square of courtyard and its date-palm (or pomegranite or 
lemon or almond) planted by its owner whose memories went 
back to Acre or Nablus or Hevron: the town startling the 
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desert, set down solid and square, no softness, no roundness 
about it: straight from the mind of the German engineer 
gone now forgotten now builder of Beer Sheva dead 
now and no one remembers his name. 

And the new city: so painfully new; screaming its new- 
ness at the sky out of white plaster and red tile roofs (only 
the sun has diluted the red to a greyish-pink): two stories, 
three stories: blocks in a game (you think), even a puff of 
wind could blow them over. And the hills catch your eye 
again with their rounded contours, and you think: How 
many centuries have worn them down? They have been there 
longer that eternity — eternity is only the limit of human 
memor: and they remember the whole human race. And 
(even though Egypt is right there on the map) if you walk 
far enough into those hills, you will surely come to the far- 
thest point there is: the end of everything, the edge of the 
world. — And suddenly it is as though the city is not there 
at all: you see the city and all the cities that stood there 
before it (remember you stand on one) and all the cities that 
will stand there after it, and it is insubstantial as a name 
scrawled in the dust by an idle finger, which the first faint 
wind will erase, as though it had never been. 


When I first came to Beer Sheva, there were fifty people 
listed at the Employment Office, and that was the official pop- 
ulation. For me they were strange people, outside my exper- 
ience — people from Cyprus, possessors of the numbered 
arm, veterans of every camp in Europe, whose memories held 
names harsh to the ear, harsh to the tongue, harsh to the mind 
Auschwicz Buchenwald Dachau and all the others: twisted 
of soul and bitterhearted, cursing whatever set them down 
in this, this — nowhere, cursing all the long roads they had 
traveled which had led them to this time, this place. It was 
. incredible (they thought) that anyone should have come here 
of his own accord; so when they accepted me as a fellow-suf- 
ferer caugh in the machinations of circumstance, I did not 
bother to undeceive them, for who would have believed me, 
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| 
anyhow? It was a strange lot that started Beer Sheva after 


the war (and after the war is such a jumble of afters: after — 
the battle and the first armored columns rolling into town i 
after all the minor slaughter and rape after the long nights | 
of going away and all ihe people who had more than they © 
could carry crowding the road to Egypt, Exodus inside out 
and backwards after the looting after the garrisoned troops 
after the names and phrases and crude drawings scribbled 
on plaster walls, the simple picture writing of war and lone- 
liness and regimentation after the burnt furniture and 
broken doors after even the dogs had gone away and the © 
only thing left of the Arabs was the smell after the slow 
settling began: inhabitation, being in one place, and nobody 
used to it, nobody knew what's home), a strange lot: the old-. i 
timers from the construction company, tough  seamy-faced 
hardboiled, professional pioneers, the first ones anywhere; 
bitter immigrants from Cyprus who came with no hope, no 
pity, no love, no belief, came only because they had stayed 
alive through the long murderous years of camps and there 
was nowhere left to go (except this place, this time); the 
castoffs and misfits from every part of the country who were 
good enough or bad enough only for Beer Sheva; and the 
few (so few) enterprising ones, the ones with a little imagi- 
nation, who saw the start of something. — And I was none 
of these, and why I came, 1 could not even explain to my- 
self — I had only intended to pass through. And as the days 
went by, and the months lengthened into a year, and then two, 
I could not discover why I remained — me, born in America, 
transported here by way of a youth movement and a disap- 
pointing year in a kibbutz. Oh, there are Americans in the 
country, but not here: you will find them in Jerusalem, in 
Tel Aviv, in villages and kibbutzim in the north, but not 
here... Not here, not here: the sun is too strong, the shade 
too deep; the day burns too deep into the heart, and the 
night chills the bones too intensely. The American flees from 


extremes: he seeks his refuge of mediocrity, the sanctuary 
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of the usual; he is out of the middle class and the temperate 
regions, and he will never forget it. Le 

Yet I stay on. Another American said to me once in the 
beginning, before anything was built or mended, ‘How can 
anyone stay here? Don’t you know that in ten years — or 
fifteen, or twenty, maybe, this'll be just an Arab village 
again... No one will stay, no one...” And now, looking into 
the records of ihe community, I find that there are almost 
‘twenty thousand inhabitants in Beer Sheva. And the old ones 
no longer have anything to be bitter about (family men 
job holders homeowners now) and newer immigrants from 
Iraq and Tunis and Morrocco are bitter now (and they, too, 
in turn, will evolve into jobholders and homeowners and find 
their function and someone newer still will be bitter again); 
and most of the misfits have gone away to be misfits some- 
where else; and the enterprising ones have become successful 
and gotten rich; and I stay on. And what my acquaintance 
said that day years ago seems such a joke, seems so tremen- 
dously funny — for how could anyone not see, (we say now), 
how could anyone not know? 

But sometimes I think of what he said, that other Amer- 
ican, and I think that perhaps he was right, after all. He 
foresaw the eventuality; he only erred as to the number of 
years. So many years, so many more years, and Beer Sheva 
will repeat the ontogeny of that older tel, that other Beer 
Sheva that was known so long, saw so many lives, forgot so 
much history and so many civilizations, is written about in 
so many books, recorded on so many maps and archaeologists’ 
surveys: and yet is gone; gone, except for the name and the 
tel, and in a few thousand or a few hundred thousand years, 
the name will be forgotten and even the tel will be gone, 
carried away by the wind and the brief, fierce rains, blown 
into Esypt, Italy, Greece, washed away through the wadi 
down to the sea. 

And the hills mock you: ‘Here, here we are.’ They ter- 
rify one in their being, in their having been. One does not 
wish to conceive it: that the hills outlive us all, outlive for- 
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ever. One does not dare to think of the hordes that have 

trodden them down; one does not dare to think of the bloody | 
rivers spilled on them, of the births and deaths they have | 
environed, of the civilizations and the cultures and the art | 
and the history they have already outlived; one does not | 
dare to think of how long they have been, or of how long 
they will be: one does not dare. And if you listen hard, you i 
can almost hear them (in the breeze that fingers the house, 
in the sand sifting under the door), whispering, the thin voice — 
of prophecy echoing down the wind to trouble the mind and | 
the sad, astonished heart: ‘We are waiting... waiting... waiting.” i 


u 


Beer Sheva, 1951. 
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THERE IS A PEACEFUL DOMINION 


i 
} 


f 

| I believe that there is a peaceful dominion 
where God’s great spirit rises like a spouting fountain, 
where the minds of men are free of turbulent jeopardy, 
where the four winds meet, and where war is a weary outcast. 


There the fields ae green, overflowing with Nature’s gifts, 
and the trees are full with fruit and bending. 

Plenty is in this land, and desire is a thing of love 

while two kiss by the light of a cradle moon, near a lilac bush. 


This land lies in a remote recess among mazes of the mind, 
and the silver key hangs by a cord on a fleeting cloud. 

As sure as ageless Death must come with ageless Time, 

The wind will cease and the fleeting cloud will be reached. 


SOLO WITHOUT GUITAR 


‚Words to this song are written on time-clown pages 
and there is no accompaniment with guitar, 
jor the ancient wind makes the music. 
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AP 
N The man in the open collar shall not sing now À 


for the painted leaves are in better voice 
_ and the spectacles of the firmament are never off-key. 


The quiet unmoving green hills are the audience 
listening in obedient duty without despair — 
to the eternal melody created by the Master. nid 
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ODE TO OTHER i ae st 
In other years I longed to be "I 
with Kaffir, Lapp, or Oriental : 
in other lands beyond the sea, ‘a Mt Bu 
insular or continental, | “4 
with anybody or his brother n 
almost anywhere that’s other — A: 
to see the morning flush | 1 È 
the mists around the folds of Fujisan; 3 pe 
to hear the evening hush is 
red parrots in the green of Yucatan; i 
to breathe the copra ai | È 
cheesy from the hold; «x 
to down the vodka, be i 
subcutaneous wool and varnish ie 
from the crawling cold 14 
where slish A 
and slop 
the Ishim and the Irtish (A 
into icy ob; Ur: 
even to feel the frost k 
appall the gnar % y 
and rock-scar Re. 
flesh È 
of Labrador 
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when stars are 


fresh | 
in crystal mesh | 
and the northern lights burn frore — | 

to be by tempest tossed, | 


on drifty mountain lost — 4 
at any cost | 
no more ‘ | 
to smother | 
in place not other. 4 


O the color 
of ocean! 
Mint jello. 
Gray-yellow 


as a quince. 


Paint-opaque ~ 
when wind blows. 

Chalky flake 

as the rinse 

from clothes 

white with blueing. 

Coffee 

where the Yangtze 

sucks China. 

Off Carolina | 
lacquer bright 
blue and white 
subduing 

from swell. 

Here 


bottle-clear 


mani N 


as the water from a well, 
down to blond 

sand. 

And, 
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beyond 

over coral, 

glass-green 

blurred pink, 

like floral 

design 

opaline 

through a drink 

of white wine. 

À March day 

zinc. 

And away 

off Malay 

blue ink. 

O the color of ocean... 
or of emotion 

between 

the ocean seen 

and remembered, 

the acquamarine 


and the word. 


Through the wall the way for camels, 
blown, attenuating, goes 
beyond distance out toward Kalgan. 
. Sun or sentiment enamels 
clay and summit cream and rose 
and purifies spring-rotten snows. 
Chinese light or light Himalayan? 
Recollection then, 
or when? 
For the buttocks-fact of riding 
third-class boards, ricksha, or ass 
is the gadget for dividing 
Mongolia from Khyber Pass. 
Windiness from over 
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sky-breasts breathing thaw 
down gulleys icy narrow 
loses accident, 


soon spent, 

to its pure, permanent 
other — 

the having known 
the wind has blown: 
to residua 

all its utter 

own 

in viscera 

and bone, 

in marrow 

aflutter 

even under 

stone. 


a online un ut: a LES 


In other lands beyond the sea 
I have left the most of me. 
And as much of other lands 
I can hold in my mind’s hands. 
Were my head turned inside out 
it would be the globe, no doubt, 
with outer 
roundabout 
inner 
other. 

My eyes are not padlocks. 

My ears stand ajar. 
My nostrils sniff the nds like weathercocks. 
My feelings are 
finer than radar, 
returning increased 
vibrations of far 
away Arctic and East. 
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My skull is no bone-box 
of benefits forgot; 
no burial plot 
where vascular 
Sheenjek 

and Yukon 

and muscular 
Tengri Khan 

and Kazbek, 
remembered not, 
puddle 

and tumble 

and muddle 

and crumble 


and rot. 


Wine is juice 
and bread not yeast 
till consecrated by the priest 
to sacramental use. 
The host to grace bursts from the pyx 
when leavened by the crucifix. 
My mouth gulps land and purple seas 
and wags away adoring these, 
yet hungers and thirsts 


 awaiting earth’s 


viaticum, 

and then is dumb. 
Terrestial fingers, 

roots and rain, 

chafe the hide 

off my head 

when I am dead, 

and through wide 

sockets empty-eyed 

manipulate my brain; 

to feel inside 

there lingers 
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such knowing 
of growing 
and blowing 
again 
as touches tip to tip; 
as, germinated, 
saturated, 
clasps amain 
in finally perfect fellowship 
the roots and rain. 
All quick restraints 
of skin and sod 
separated 
me 
from God 
and sweet society 
of all the saints. 
Yet I shall be y 
with every flower and holy rude old apple tree 
in transsubstantial union; 
in communion, 
gut and stalk, 
with spired and hallowed hollyhock. 


Meantime 


my wagging rime — 

less eared and asinine, 

less spun shrunk 

to spry line, 

to still-birth 

mirth, 

to black-crepe 

jape, 

than drunk 

with the wine 

of the grape i 
of the earth. | 
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RANDBEMERKUNGEN * 


Die Generation hat mit dem Einzelwesen nichts zu thun, 
bedenkt blindlings die Art; ist also ohne Rücksicht gegen 
das Individuum, zerstört es, ohne es auch nur zu sehen: 
schicksalslos. 


«aussi ne tient-elle que par des liens indirects à la plu- 
part des autres fonctions. Elle ne commence à s’exercer que 
. lorsque les autres sont depuis longtemps en exercice; elle s’é- 
teint bien avant qu’elles ne finissent. Dans la plupart des ani- 
maux, ses périodes d’activité sont séparées par de longs in- 
tervalles de nullité; dans l’homme où ces rémittances sont 
moins durables elle n’a pas des rapports plus nombreux avec 
les fonctions... » 


Wichtig ist auf alle Fälle der Umstand unserer vermehr- 
ten weniger periodischen Zeugungskraft und-Möglichkeit. Die 
freiere Verfügung und Fülle lässt eine persönliche Ver- 
wendung, d. h. Umsetzung dieser Kräfte erst zu. (Erste Idee). 


Volition: Willen, Willensäusserung. Was ist das Wort 
spät und schlecht, flach; schreibtischen!) 


* Aus Notizen beim Lesen von Xavier BicHar, « Recherches Phys, 
logiques sur la Vie et la Mort», Paris, An XIII - 1805. 
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Der fortwährende Verbrauch und Ersatz der Molecule 
im Organischen: so dass fast nur der Schauplatz da ist: die 
Stelle, wie beim Kunstwerk, in dem die Inhalte aus und ein- 
gehen. La vie organique de l’œuvre d’art. (Sa vie animale?) 


Tout est modifié par l’habitude de la vie animale. 


Le sentiment et le jugement: sie stehen in verkehrtem, 
Verhaeltnis zur Gewoehnung; je mehr wir uns an eine Sache | 


gewoehnen, je weniger intensiv wird unser Gefühl, je bestä- 
tigter und erfahrener unser Urtheil. 


Influence émoussante de l’habitude sur le sentiment: «de | 


ramener toujours le plaisir ou la douleur à l’indifférence, qui 
en est le terme moyen ». 


« ... La douleur et le plaisir sont absolus ou relatifs. L’ins- 


trument qui déchire nos parties, l’inflammation qui les affecte, 

causent une douleur absolue; l’accouplement est un plaisir de 
même nature. La vue d’une belle campagne nous charme; 
c'est là une jouissance relative à l’état actuel où se trouve 
Váme. Car pour l’habitant de cette campagne depuis long- 
temps sa vue est indifférente. Une sonde parcourt l’urètre 
pour la première fois; elle est pénible pour le malade; huit 
jours après il n’y est pas sensible; voilà une douleur de com- 
paraison ». 


Ein Vergleichsschmerz: ist das Gebären nicht auch 
einer? Seelisch gesprochen: was sind Vergleichsschmerzen. Die 
Askese und das ganze Streben der Heiligen stellt sich dar als 
eine Überwindung der Vergleichsschmerzen, um zu den ab- 
soluten in reiner Entschlossenheit zu stehen. So ist sicher 
in jeder Art, wie ein naher Todesfall auf uns einwirkt, der 
Vergleichsschmerz mit dem absoluten gemischt und dass in 
den meisten Faellen keine entschiedene Trennung und Unter- 
scheidung beider zustandekommt, lässt das Trauern unper- 
sönlich und unfruchtbar erscheinen. Mehr noch: der Heilige 
muss vielleicht die absoluten Schmerzen als Vergleichs- 
schmerzen auffassen; weil in Gott nur ein Absolutes ist: die 
Seligkeit. 


348 


RANDBEMERKUNGEN 


Il est evident, d’apres cela que le domaine du plaisir ou 
de la douleur absolus est bien plus retreci que celui de la 
douleur ou du plaisir relatifs; que ces mots, agreables ou pe- 
nible supposent presque toujours une comparaison entre l’im- 
pression que reçoivent les sens et l’état de l’äme qui perçoit 
cette impression. Or, il est manifeste que le plaisir et la dou- 
leur relatifs sont seuls soumis à Vempire de Vhabitude; eux 
seuls vont donc nous occuper ». 


Andererseits ist z. B. der Zeugungsakt («un plaisir ab- 
solu ») zum Vergleichsempfinden herabgesunken; dadurch va- 
riable in die Genusskala eingestellt als Verhältnisziffer des 
Eindrucks zum momentanen Seelenzustand. Dem absoluten 
Schmerz oder Genuss gegenüber darf es aber keinen momen- 
tanen, d. h. zufälligen Seelenzustand geben. Die Seele muss 
mit diesen Eindrücken zusammenfallen, restlos, zeitlos eines 
mit ihnen sein. Es giebt hier kein Verhältnis zwischen der 
Seele und dem Gefühlseindruck: dieser absolute Liebesakt 
besteht in der völligen Einswerdung beider Sentiments-Hemi- 
sphären. Aber herabsinkend ins Relative fällt er auch der 
Abnutzung und Abschleifung durch die Gewohnheit zum 
Opfer. (Liegt nicht in diesem Verhängnis alle Verwirrung im 
Keime und wächst immer neu daraus auf?) 


Das Gefängnis: bringt es nur relative Schmerzen, die 
durch die Gewohnheit zur Indifferenz abgerundet werden, so 
handelt es sich doch, wie bei Elsonore Christiane, sicher da- 
rum, mit dieser Indifferenz fertig zu werden: sie zu über- 
winden, den absoluten Schmerz herauszufinden: der dann 
nicht mehr in einem Fehlen und Vermissen, sondern in einem 
tragischen Zuviel irgendwie beruhen müsste... (Vorläufig.) 


Der Don Juan hängt nicht am Liebesakt, er nimmt ihn 
nur als äusseres Zeichen einer vollendeten Arbeit: fast 
zerstreut, hin. Ist deshalb auch nicht, wie der Roue, durch 
Gewöhnung abgestumpft; gibt der Gerechte im Lieben im- 
merhin (?) fast den Genuss absolut auf und sucht den abso- 
luten Schmerz in der Liebenden zu erziehen, die er verlässt. 
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Alle Sinne erschlaffen in gleicher Weise dem (relativen) | 
Genuss gegenüber. Die Gleichgültigkeit reicher Leute gegen || 
ihre schönen und köstlichen Umgebungen. Aber das Kunst- | 
werk (und hier ist der Irrtum reicher Leute) dürfte nicht | 
unter diesen schliesslich nicht mehr gesehenen, empfundenen, | 
genossenen Dingen sein. Hier ist wieder, wie im Liebesakt, | 
ein absoluter Genuss gegeben, der nicht verhältnisweise | 
zwischen Seelenzustand und Eindruck sich verändert. Die | 
Abstumpfung einem Kunstwerk gegenüber ist undenkbar, 


weil es da ist: also nie mit der Gewohnheit wieder schlechthin 


gestreift werden kann, vielmehr jedesmal in den vom Künst- | 


ler gesetzten Bedingungen neu hervorgerufen und erfüllt 
werden muss. Die relativen Genüsse sind eine Ausspannung, 
ein Bad: die positiven: Kunstwerk und Zeugung, sind eine 
Leistung, eine Arbeit und jedesmal ganz neu und ganz zu 
beginnen... 


Die Abschwächung und Veränderlichkeit beruht, wie 
Bichat sagt, nicht in den Sinnen, die immer in gleicher Weise 
angeschlagen werden: mais nous attachons à cette affection 
unique des sentiments variables. « Remarquons ensuite que 
l’action de l’âme dans chaque sentiment de peine ou de plaisir, 
né d’une sensation, consiste en une comparaison entre cette 
sensation et celles qui l’ont précédée, comparaison qui n’est 
point le résultat de la réflexion, mais l’effect involontaire de 
la première impression des objects. Plus il y aura de différence 
entre l’impression actuelle et les impressions passées, plus le 
sentiment en sera vif. La sensation qui nous affecte le plus, 
est celle qui nous a jamais frappé». — 


So berührt Gott momentan die, die ihn nie ganz gefühlt 
haben: als Sensation nouvelle: Verlaine, Wilde: aber sie ge- 
wöhnen sich an ihn. Das Wesentliche der Gotteserkenntnis 
ist, dass man sie nicht mit der anderen Erkenntnis vergleicht: 
wie das Kunstwerk, wie die Liebesnacht, davon jedes unver- 
gleichlich ist, plötzlich existierend, absolut einzeln. Der 
Fehler der Religionen: Gottes Grösse an der Kleinheit der 


350 


RL 4 


E = be EU LUI AN OR RI di i ì RE: 

id des Lebens zu beweisen: woraus der relativ grosse 
ott entstanden ist, dessen Gewohntwerden zur Leugnung 
ottes geführt hat. 


Demnach müsste der Heilige, für den Gott das ofte x | 
und tägliche ist, seiner am frühesten müde werden. Oder 
sein Leben bestünde in der Überwindung der Gewohntheit _ 
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(BETRACHTUNGEN ÜBER DEN FALL DER Frau **) 


Es geht in der Tat mehr um einen Fall als um eine | 
Geschichte, die der Unterhaltung dienen sollte, um einen Fall, | 
der eine Zeitlang nicht die ganze Stadt, wohl aber einen grös- 
seren oder kleineren Kreis innerhalb derselben beschäftigt | 
hat, einen Kreis von Psychologen zuletzt, den wir zufällig | 
kennen, Psychologen mit einer gewissen Neigung zum Weltan- 
schaulich - Theologischen hin, wobei nicht geleugnet werden 
kann, dass blosse Neugier, vom Absonderlichen, vielleicht 
auch Zweideutigen des Falles angeregt, das allgemein men- | 
schliche Interesse daran nur noch erhöhen konnte. Der Fall 
war wie gesagt absonderlich, war ein extremer, einziger, einer, | 
der sich noch nie vorher zugetragen haben dürfte, und betrifft | 
einen Menschen, den bisher nicht das Geringste an Ereignis, 
Abenteuer, Aussage der anderen hat bemerkenswert er- | 
scheinen lassen. Doch dünkt uns gerade eine solche Verbindung | 
eines Aeussersten mit dem völlig Unanfälligen, um nicht zu | 
sagen: Gewöhnlichen für eine Epoche der Auflösung so vieler 
Bindungen bedeutsam und der Betrachtung wert. | 

Unser Fall betrifft also eine Frau, sagen wir, eine Dame 


aus dem vermógenden Biirgertum, einem Manne angetraut 
aus der gleichen sozialen Schicht. Die Ehe war kinderlos 
geblieben, der frühe Tod des Gatten hat es der Witwe ermög- 
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licht, das äussere Leben den eigenen Wünschen, persönlichen 
Bedürfnissen, Launen gemäss zu gestalten, deren Erfüllung, 
beziehungsweise Befriedigung zudem noch durch die gün- 
 stige Vermögenslage nach der Hinterlassenschaft des Verstor- 
benen keine Schwierigkeiten bieten konnte. Es ist nichts über 
Verpflichtungen seitens Frau ** gegenüber anderen, über 
Bekanntschaften, Freundschaften oder gar Liebesverhältnisse 
während der Ehe oder danach bekannt geworden, vielleicht 
bat das allgemeine Erstaunen über das Extreme des Falles 
jegliche Beachtung von Details hintangehalten. Die äussere 
Erscheinung soll aber dennoch nicht übergangen werden. 


Frau ** 


(wir lassen nicht nur den Familien, sondern auch 
den Taufnamen aus) war keineswegs das, was man eine 
Schönheit nennt und in jedem Fall anstaunt, sie war vielleicht 
nicht einmal hübsch zu nennen oder durch einen besonderen 
Zug im Gesicht, eine anziehende Kôrpergestalt auffällig. Man 
musste schon nahe genug an sie herantreten, mehr: in ein, 
wenn auch gleichgültiges Gespräch mit ihr verwickelt sein, 

um vom Blick ihrer Augen betroffen zu werden, mit welchem 
sie sich, wie uns schien, aus dem Rahmen eines Gegebenen 
und Hingenommenen herausbegab für einen Nu wenigstens, 
um sich freilich gleich wieder unserer Aufmerksamkeit zu 
entziehen. Wie sollen wir uns das deuten? In diesen ihren 
Auf — und Anblicken lag mehr als blosse Scheu, als Misstrau- 
en, lag eine deutliche Absage an uns, die wir an sie mit 
Teilnahme heranzutreten Miene machten. Es war ein Blick 
ohne Gesicht, ohne Distanz zu was immer, ein Blick, der 
nicht abmass, sondern erschrak und erschreckte. Gehören 

Augen im Allgemeinen nicht auf andere, auf eine mehr gelöste 
Weise zum Gesicht des Menschen als etwa die Nase oder der 
Mund? Kann die Nase absagen, kann es das Ohr? Der Mund 
braucht das Wort dazu, um zu widerrufen. Die Nase verlangt 
nach Deutung, wenn wir nicht vorziehen, sie so zu lassen, wie 

sie ist, so der Mund, so die Ohren. Wir lesen davon ab, möchte 
| man sagen, lesen das ab, was da zu sein scheint, wir lesen aber 

im Auge, wir wollen hier eindringen. Darum auch die Absage, 


die Zusage. 
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Wir erinnern uns der Erzáhlung des Villiers de V'Isle- | 
Adam, von einem Manne handelnd — einem fraglos sehr | 
einsamen, auf Zeichen von aussen drängenden, heimlichen — i | 
der dem Scharfrichter jedesmal eine hohe Summe Geldes | 
anbot oder zahlte, damit dieser ihm, so oft es anging, gestatte, | 
bei der Hinrichtung eines Verbrechers durch die Guillotine 
ganz nahe zugegenzusein, vor die anderen zu treten, die darum | 


gekommen waren, einem ungewöhnlichen Schauspiel bei. | 
zuwohnen und es anderen zu schildern. Das Schauspiel hat un- || 
seren Mann nicht angezogen. Der heimliche Mann — Heim- | 
lichkeit ist der Ausdruck davon, dass hier vieles durcheinander | 
geraten war: Geist und Fleisch, Seele und Sinne — hatte das | 
entsetzliche Begehren, den letzten Blick des aus dem Leben: | 
für immer Scheidenden aufzufangen. Das wollte er, damit war | 
offenbar das befriedigt, was wir sein Begehren, das tiefste, | 
seine Wollust nennen dürfen, womit er sich gewissermassen | 
vom Leben her unmittelbar in den Sterbenden einzubohren | 
verlangte. Es ist sicherlich nicht leicht, für so etwas, für das 
Begehren eines Wahnsinnigen, den Grund, den letzten, anzu- 
geben. Es ist wohi so, dass auch er sich angleichen wollte auf | 
seine Weise, nicht als Entsagender, als Heiliger, sondern als 
Wollüstiger. Ueber die Unendlichkeit hinweg. Das wollte er: 
dem Anderen sagen: Ich bin Du, und Du bist ich, er wollte 
es als Wollüstiger sagen, worin das Entsetzliche, das Wahn- 
sinnige liegt. Auf eine gewisse Weise hat er die spastische 
Verzückung, das spastische Verzücken für Wende gehalten, | 
für Umkehr, für Entscheid, für etwas, das mehr ist als das | 
blosse Glück, der Zufall, der uns angeht und Freude bereitet. | 
Wir denken uns nun, dass einer, der zu sehen weiss, im | 
Auge unserer Frau **, das möglicherweise in einem Allerwelts- | 
gesicht stak, etwas von dem Blick, von dessen Zucken und 
Vergehen im Auge des sterbenden Verbrechers und dessen, 
der dieses auffing, wiedergefunden haben dürfte oder wieder- 
finden könnte, wenn ihm die Gabe verliehen war, vieles in 
Einem zusammenzusehen. Wir kommen gleich auf ihr Unter- 
nehmen und wollen nur noch das eine schnell vorbringen, 
dass auch darin die Unterscheidung zwischen Wende und 
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Verkehrtheit nicht leicht zu machen sein diirfte. Verhalten 
sich beide zueinander wie der Sinn zum Wahnsinn? Was 
ihnen gemeinsam ist, das ist das Plôtzliche, woneben alles, 
was sonst eine Erzahlung, ein Ereignis anziehend macht, von 
geringem Gewicht erscheinen muss. 


Die Wende im Leben der Frau ** geschah also wie alle 
Wenden plôtzlich ohne das Wissen oder die Ahnung der 
Freunde und Bekannten, diese mit Befremden, mit Wider- 
willen erfüllend, denn Frau ** — holen wir etwas aus, damit 
unser eigenes Erstaunen bekundend! — ging nicht in ein 
Kloster, sich auf diese Art von der Welt abscheidend, womit 
in so vielen Fallen sittliche Wenden vorgenommen werden, 
sondern sie ging in ein Bordell, und zwar gleich in das bekann- 
teste, auffalligste der Kapitale. Das tat sie, und das nennen 
wir nicht ohne viele Vorbehalte ihre Wende. 


Es ist nicht mit Bestimmtheit auszumachen, warum 
Frau ** gerade dieses Haus mit dem roten Licht am Tor, 
jedem Mietskutscher der Stadt geläufig und nicht ein mehr 
verstecktes gewählt hatte. Vielleicht ist es darum geschehen, 
weil ihr vorkam, dass an keinem anderen Ort der gleichen 
Art die Entseelung der Frau, des ganzen Menschen in dieser 
mit einer solchen Kennerschaft und mit soviel Raffınement 
durchgeführt worden sei. Von sicherer Hand, aus einem läng- 
sten Vorwissen heraus ist hier das Seelisch — Menschliche bis 
auf den letzten Rest entfernt, ausgetilgt worden, wie mit den 
feinsten Instrumenten vom bloss Körperlich — Sinnlichen 
losgelöst, abgeschält, abgetötet worden, so dass alle die 
Frauen, die den Männern einzeln oder in Reihen zumeist 
nackt vorgestellt wurden, nach dem Appetit der Wählenden, 
Wählerischen zugerichtet, Gerichten der verschiedensten Art 
in den Schaufenstern der Delikatessläden gleichen konnten: 
Sterletten, grossen Lachsen, Hummern auf Schüsseln aus Por- 
zellan mit schmackhaften Zutaten am Rande, etwas Kräuticht, 
gelegentlich wohl einer Blume, Anemone, Veilchen, einer Ro- 
senknospe im toten offenen Maul des Tieres. Frau ** trat aber 
in das Haus ein, vielmehr liess sich darin aufnehmen und 
zu den anderen scharen, ach! keineswegs aus dem Bedürfnis 
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eines völlig verdorbenen Sinnenlebens, sondern um zu biissen,, | 
zu biissen für die eigene Sünde und die aller andern Frauen, 
aller Menschen, indem sie genau dieses erniedrigte Dasein 
der Frau, das ihr von allen erdenklichen das leidvollste, am) 
schwersten zu ertragende erschienen ist, auf sich nahm und 
zu ertragen versuchte, so gut es ging und solange es dauern .| 
sollte. 


Das ist also das Extreme, was wir Wende nennen. Vielen 
wird sie als Verkehrtheit erscheinen, woran damit nichts;| 
geändert wird, dass Frau ** gleich ihren Leidensgenossinen, |} 
den übrigen Freudenmädchen, an einem bestimmten Tag der! 
Woche vom «Ausgang» Gebrauch machte, um sich dann, | 
reichlich mit Schmuck behangen, im Restaurant oder in der | 
Loge der Oper allein oder in Begleitung von Freunden zu | 
zeigen. Sie tat dies nicht nur der Abwechslung halber, ll 
sondern auch darum, um die Angleichung an das Andere, sie || 
mit Widerwillen Erfüllende so vollkommen wie möglich | 
durchzuführen. 


Wir reden im Folgenden vom Fall der Frau ** 


mehr als | 
von ihrer Person und legen ihn, um zu einem Schluss in 
dieser als Fall genommen ganz einzigen Angelegenheit zu 
gelangen, einer Versammlung, einem wohl nur zufälligen 
Zusammentreffen von gebildeten Menschen vor aus unter- 
schiedlichen Klassen, Berufen, die sich um einen Menschen- : 
freund zu vereinigen pflegten, welcher unter ihnen zumeist | 
der Abbe hiess, eine Benennung, die wir der Kürze halber 
hier beibehalten möchten. Es wird im Verlaufe der Untersu- 
chung einiges mehr über diesen Abbé vorzubringen sein; es | 
genüge aber jetzt zur allgemeinen Orientierung, dass wir ihn | 
zunächst als Menschenfreund begrüssen, als Liebhaber alles 
Menschlichen mitten unter den anderen, die gleichfalls, doch | 
ohne nähere Bezeichnung ihrer besonderen Lage im Ganzen, 
zu Worte kommen sollen. 


Bevor wir aber damit beginnen, wollen wir vorerst doch | 
noch melden, dass einer von ihnen in der Versammlung ge- 
fehlt hat, und zwar der Mann des Gemeinsinns. So soll er hier 
bezeichnet werden. Er gehörte durchaus dazu, zum Kreise 
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unserer Freunde und Liebhaber, wurde darin auch sehr ge- 
schätzt, war aber zufällig heute nicht erschienen oder viel- 
leicht auch gar nicht geladen. Lassen wir es dabei bewenden. 
Wer ihn gekannt hat, für den ist es freilich nicht ausgeschlos- 
sen, ja wahrscheinlich, dass er ohne viel Umstände zu machen, 
Umwege zu nehmen, zu Frau ** selber gegangen wäre an den 
bôsen Ort von deren Wahl und Busse, um ihr persönlich seine 
Einwände vorzubringen, Einwände eben eines Gemeinsinni- 
gen: Gnädige Frau, dürfte er wohl nicht ohne eine etwas 
markierte Höflichkeit eingesetzt haben, Unsinn, Unsinn, was 
hier von Ihnen unternommen wird und offenbar bis zum Ende 
durchgeführt werden soll. Lassen Sie davon ab und zwar auf 
der Stelle! Es ist zweifellos originell, was Sie da vornehmen, 
wenn so etwas so bezeichnet werden kann; dasselbe oder ein 
Aehnliches hat sich bestimmt vorher noch nie zugetragen, 
aber es ist nicht allein störend, sondern eben unsinnig, absurd 
und falsch. Was soll da Originalität, was Erstmaligkeit? 
Nichts. Es bleibt bei der Verkehrtheit, beim Absurden, Fal- 
schen, wogegen sich aufzulehnen dem Gemeinsinn durchaus 
ein Recht zusteht. Der einzige Fall sein von was immer — 
liegt darin nicht vor allem anderen eine gewisse Taktlosigkeit? 
Man ist nicht ein einziger Fall von was immer, tut nicht 
etwas zum ersten Male, ohne alles, ohne vieles in Unordnung 
zu bringen, ohne aufzurühren. Ich bin für den Gemeinsinn. 
Man ist auch, denken Sie, nicht gross, wirklich gross, gross 
aus Grösse, ohne ihn, ohne den Gemeinsinn. Ich wenigstens, 
liebe, gnädige Frau, der ich niemand bin, völlig niemand, 
möchte nicht gross sein als einziger Fall. Ohne Humor dazu. 
Dieser und Gemeinsinn gehören zusammen. Ich möchte nicht 
zwei Minuten lang gross sein ohne beides. Dann lieber schon 
gleich das Eichmass sein oder ein Maibaum mit einer Wim- 
pel oben, um den Kinder oder Verliebte tanzen. Dazu kommt, 
dass ich nicht einmal ganz sicher bin, ob ich Ihren Fall gro- 
tesk nennen darf. Auch das Groteske existiert in einer uns 
zugänglichen Welt, an deren Rand. Der Ort, an den Sie sich 
begeben haben und wo Sie jetzt verweilen wollen, weiss Gott 
wie lang, ist freilich zugänglich jedem, der an den Knopf der 
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elektrischen Leitung drückt und etwas Geld in der Tasche 
hat. Doch das meine ich nicht. Ort ist nicht Welt. Welt ist | 
offen, die Ihre ist zu, Sie selbst mit Ihrem einzigen Fall, Ihrer || 
Erstmaligkeit, sind zu, jedem anderen verschlossen. Als Welt, | 
wiederhole ich, gleich dem Bau eines Tieres in der Erde, 
eines Dachses oder Hamsters. Wenn ich Sie ansehe, empfinde 
ich es, ich brauche dazu keine Psychoanalyse, auch keine | 
gewöhnliche Psychologie. Doch ich will lieber ein Bild ge- | 
brauchen. Es gibt Menschen, sich einer Geheimwissenschaft || 
rühmende, im Stillen höchst eingebildete, die besitzen zwei } 
Laden, Schubladen, Fächer oder wie man das nennen soll. I 
In das eine Fach tun sie das, was sie sehen, hören, schmecken, | 


kurz sinnlich erfahren, in das andere das, was alles dies be- È 
deutet. Dazwischen ist nichts, dazwischen ist nur Stockung, | 
kein Leben, keine Bewegung, nichts Lichtes. So stockt etwas a 
in Ihnen, ist gefühllos, dumm, tot. Alles stosst aufeinander in | 
Ihrer Welt, entbehrt des Schwunges, ist Mühe, Anstrengung, | 
Ueberanstrengung. Ihre Person, Ihr Eigenstes wird zum 
blossen Stauwerk, pure Barrage. Wie soll etwas enden, was | 
nur Stauwerk ist, Hindernis?! Kann der Tod dann etwas | 
anderes bedeuten als Dekapitation? Wollen Sie das, kônnen | 
Sie das wollen: sich im Namen Gottes hinrichten lassen, nein || 
mehr: im Namen Gottes Selbstmord verüben? Denken Sie | 
nur! | 

So etwa könnte unser Mann des Gemeinsinns zu Frau ** | 
geredet haben. Es ist nur zu loben, dass er, wie schon bedeutet | 
wurde, auf alles Psychologische zu verzichten, sich entschie- | 
den hatte, um sich allein auf sein Gefühl und seine Anschauung | 
zu verlassen. Ihm ist der Gedanke nicht gekommen wohl | 
aus seiner Gemeinsinnigkeit heraus, dass Eigensinn zuweilen 
nur die Form, ein Provisorium des Wahnsinns sein könne. 
Darum fiel ihm gleich der Tod ein, der Tod als etwas, das 
dem Wahnsinn zuvorkommt. Der Inder darf die Ansicht 
hegen, die Welt sei aus Wahnsinn entstanden. Wir, wir Chri- | 
sten dürfen es nicht, weil wir eigensinniger sind als die Inder, 
mehr auf die Person erpicht, auf das Erstmalige, auf Authen- 
tizität, und darum den Tod mehr fürchten, als der Inder es 
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tut. Frau ** muss einen masslosen Schrecken vor dem Tod 
gehabt haben, davon wie besessen gewesen sein. 


Sie ist ein Monstrum, eine moralische Monstruosität, ent- 
schied einer im Kreise der anderen um unsern Abbé herum, 
wenn wir bei der Bezeichnung bleiben dürfen. Diese sehr 
schnelle Enischeidung kam der Meinung des Mannes mit dem 
Gemeinsinn noch am nächsten, auch sie entsprang mehr der 
Anschauung als dem Eingriff eines Psychologen. Sind Monstra 
in unserer offenen Welt so zulässig, wie sie es in der Welt 
der Alten waren? Zu einer geschlossenen gehören sie wohl 
dazu, wie die Zwerge und körperlichen Missbildungen, Narren 
am Hof, um die Tafel herum der spanischen Könige am 
Platz waren, jener Könige, über deren Welt hienieden auf 
Erden nichts mehr hinausführte, über eine Welt der puren 
Gnade, als welche allein von Gott ausfliesse und keineswegs 
einer dem Menschen innewohnenden Idee gleichzusetzen wäre. 
Ein Monstrum scheint mir ein Wesen zu sein, wie soll ich es 
sagen? Ein Wesen ohne Beispiel, ohne Muster. Wir wären 
insgesamt Monstra, wenn es uns nicht zustände, ein Beispiel 
zu nehmen und zu geben. Wesen, will das bedeuten, in das 
wir nicht eindringen wollen oder können eben darum, weil 
sie kein Beispiel sind. Bedeutet das nebenbei nicht auch so 
viel, wie dass Monstra unfruchtbar bleiben? Und somit auch 
kein Gesetz, keine Bindung in sich bergen für die anderen 
und verworfen werden müssen: vom Gesetz her, von der Sitte, 
ja auch von dem im gegebenen Fall Ueblichen her. Auch 
dieses Uebliche, üblich Ansehnliche wollen wir nicht ganz 
ausser Acht lassen, wie sehr sich auch die Psychoanalyse da- 
gegen sträuben mag. 

Nennen wir ihn, der eben das Wort hatte, einen Plato- 
niker. Platonismus und Psychoanalyse stehen wider einander, 
was wir nicht hindern können. Die Gegenrede erfolgte nun, 
wenn nicht gerade von einem Psychoanalytiker von Profes- 
sion, so doch von einem, der davon angezogen hatte wie ein 
Kleid vom Schranke, in dem es gehangen ist: 

Offene Welt, geschlossene, heisst es. Die unsere wäre also 
offen, und nur in einer geschlossenen, bedrängten, gestauten 
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gäbe es Monstra, greifbar, sichtbar, uns anstarrend. Ich frage: 
sind nicht die Träume unsere Monstra, unsere eigensten, die 
sehr heimlichen einer offenen, einer scheinbar offenen Welt? 
Schliesst sich nicht, soll das heissen, unsere offene Welt in 
und mit unseren Träumen wieder zu? Es liesse sich vorstel- 
len, dass Frau ** von ihren Träumen sehr bedrängt gewesen 


sei, daraus nicht herauszufinden vermocht hätte. Ich könnte |} 


mir ihre Träume als etwas ganz und gar Schreckliches den- 


ken: mit vielen Schlangen darin, ineinander geschlungen, ganze Y 
Knäuel davon, auch dass sie niemandem davon hätte Mittei- ‘| 
lung machen wollen aus Scham und aus Angst. Kommt daher 
nicht das Extreme, Gewaltsame ihres Entschlusses? Gleicht A 
sie nicht jemandem, der, um ein Feuer zu ersticken, sich mit | 
dem ganzen Körper darauf wirft, der Versengung und des fi 


Schmerzes nicht achtend? Ich môchte nicht in ihrer Haut 


gesteckt haben, weiss Gott. Dann schon lieber ein Freuden- || 


mädchen sein frisch weg ohne viel Gedanken, mit so viel 
Reue, als ein Gemüt in Augenblicken der Verlassenheit auf- 
zubringen vermag. 

Mit diesem letzten Satz versuchte unser Mann sich dem 
Anschein nach seiner psychoanalytischen Anwandlung zu 
entledigen, denn wann hätte je ein Psychoanalytiker die 
Vorstellung gehabt, dass er in einer anderen Haut stecken 
könnte oder sollte? Statt gewissermassen mit den Fingern im 
Anderen herumzufahren, in dessen Wunden und Schadhaftem? 

Die Frage war jetzt unausweichlich geworden, ob Frau ** 
nicht in einem ungewöhnlichen Ausmasse an dem üblichen 
Gefühl von Minderwertigkeit litte, woraus dann der Wunsch 
nach Erniedrigung, nach der tiefsten, sehr leicht zu erklären 
wäre. Darauf wurde aber nicht ohne Heftigkeit entgegnet: 
Lassen wir das, lassen wir Minderwertigkeit ausser Acht! Wir 
alle fühlen uns darum minderwertig, weil wir im Grunde 
unseres Wesens voll Einbildung stecken und umgekehrt. Las- 
sen wir alles psychologische Zirkelwesen, gedenken wir der 
Ordnung, dazu geschaffen oder notwendig, uns aus den Zirkeln 
heraus zu helfen, damit wir gerade ausschreiten können, was 
durchaus unserer Anlage und Statur entspricht. Es wurde das 
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Wort Wende gebraucht, die plôtzliche Wende im Leben von 
Frau **. Gibt es das? Oder geht nicht alles den einmal 
beschrittenen Weg weiter? In gerader Linie? 

Hier fiel die Zwischenrede eines Eifrigen ein: Müsste 
aber ohne Wende nicht alles in Mittelmässigkeit verlaufen? 
Genauer: in einer Mittelmássigkeit, die ab und zu von Neugier 
unterbrochen wäre? Diese gehört dazu. Wende und Neugier 
schliessen sich meines Erachtens gegenseitig aus. Da sich Lots 
Weib auf der Flucht aus Sodom nach den Flammen, darin 
die Stadt dem Geheiss des Herrn gemäss aufgehen sollte, 
neugierig umsah, so war das keine Wende. Daher dann die 
Verwandlung in eine Salzsäule. Ich bitte um Verzeihung für 
meine Unterbrechung. Ich finde aber die Verwandlung in 
eine Salzsäule einen überaus gediegenen Ausdruck dafür, 
was es in Wirklichkeit nicht gibt; für eben die Wende. 


Gut, nahm der Mann der Ordnung die Rede wieder auf, 
ich lasse den Einwurf gelten und freue mich mit Ihnen über 
die Salzsäule als Monument des Neugierigen, des neugierig 
Unmonumentalen. Doch lassen wir es dabei bewenden und 
seien wir nicht übereifrig im Deuten! Ist das Mittelmässige 
nicht auch eine Ordnung? Der Bodensatz einer solchen? 
Gehen wir darauf nicht weiter ein, bleiben wir bei unserem 
extremen Fall! Seiner Meinung nach müsse Frau ** bis zu 
ihrem Entschluss unter einem sehr hohen Druck gelebt ha- 
ben, einer schweren Last. Er erinnere sich aus seiner frühesten 
Jugend, als Knabe, im elterlichen Garten spielend, habe er 
einmal einen mächtigen Stein von einem Fleck Erde weg- 
gewalzt, da sei unter dem Stein eine Kröte gehockt, dick, 
unförmig, mit glotzenden Augen, was ihn, den Knaben, in 
einen solchen Schrecken versetzt hätte, dass er noch heute 
dessen gedächte. Die Kröte sei aber ganz heil gewesen mit 
ihrem offenen, glotzenden Blick, unverletzt, munter, soweit 
Kröten munter sein können, und das wäre ihm damals höchst 
erstaunlich vorgekommen. Hätte sie die Augen nicht unter 
dem schweren Stein im Dunkel geschlossen halten müssen? 
Und wie habe ein so weicher Körper unter dem Stein mit 
dessen mehr als hundertfachem Druck des Gewichtes stand- 
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halten können?! Wer wird hier, wo alles auf Angemessenheit 


ankomme, noch von Wende reden wollen? Wäre am Ende 


nicht ich allein, der dumme, erstaunte Knabe, den Stein 
wegwälzend, die Wende im Leben unserer Kröte gewesen, die 
so, wie sie geschaffen ist, keine Wende welcher Art immer 


nöthig hat? Doch wie immer: so allein vermöge er sich diese 
extreme Handlungsweise der Frau ** zu erklären: als Folge | 
eines grossen Druckes, einer entsetzlichen Unfreiheit. Indem 


das Schwere auf uns zu liegen kommt, wie der Stein auf die 


Kröte, fallen wir dann nicht auseinander und bleiben ganz | 


und heil. Andere mögen oder sollen es darum nicht weniger 
leicht haben, so wolle es die Ordnung. Andere, sage ich. Wer 
wären aber die anderen? Ihm fielen im Augenblick die Por- 
traits der Habsburger ein vor Karl V, mehr noch die nach 
ihm, dem grössten von allen, der ganz oben gestanden wäre 
ohne Druck, ohne den der Kröte im Garten meiner Jugend, 


so oben, dass er wie in dem berühmten Bild des grossen Malers 


nur noch mehr Gott, die Trinität, die Mutter Gottes, das 


erste Menschenpaar und die Heiligen, in Wolken knieend, 


vor Augen gehabt hätte. Das Auge des Kaisers, mehr noch 
das des Sohnes, seiner Enkel, Urenkel, das sei demzufolge 


eines so sanften Blickes gewesen, dass man am liebsten sagen 


möchte, sie sähen gar nicht, sähen nicht hin, sondern bliihten — 


auf im Auge, seien dazu geschaffen, um aufzublühen gleich 
dem Mandelbaum in den Weingärten, seien nicht verlegen, 
wie Blüten nicht verlegen sind, seien ohne Qual. Ach wie 
ohne Qual! Er stellte sich das Auge der Frau ** voll Qual 
vor, voll Entfremdung, nicht verlegen, oh nein! aber ent- 
fremdet, ohne wiederzuspiegeln, was immer es wäre, gleich 
Steinen eingesetzt, harten lähmenden Blickes. 

Bilder, Bilder, wir kommen aus Bildern nicht heraus, 
kam jetzt aus dem Kreise der Versammelten ein neuer 
Zwischenruf. Der Stein auf der Kröte, die Last des Schweren 
auf dem Weichen, die glotzenden Augen des Tieres und die 
aus Steia der Frau, die sich verwirft, das sind alles doch 
Bilder, solche in einer Ordnung meinetwegen, aber wir 
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"dringen damit, mit Bildern nicht durch. Sollen wir es denn 
nicht: zum Wesenhaften, zum Wahren durchdringen? 
Worauf der Mann der Ordnung: Ich mache von Ihrem 
Ausdruck: durchdringen alsogleich Gebrauch. Last, die Last 
des schweren Steines auf dem Tier, übersetzen wir uns hier 
so: wir vermögen uns in den Zustand und das Wesen von 
Frau ** nicht hineinzuversetzen. Das ist es, und darin liegt 
wohl die Schwierigkeit, das Schwere. Das bedeutet es, bedeutet 
den schweren Stein. Ob das in ihrem Blick, den ich 
mir steinern vorstelle, nicht zum Ausdruck komme?! Und 
dieses Steinerne, Schwere, ist für mich das Hindernis, von 
"Wende zu reden. Wende hat doch stets statt, wo ich in den 
Anderen eindringe. Frau ** bleibt auf ihre Weise die Andere, 
die Fremde, die Zigeunerin meinetwegen, zu der einer geht, 
um sich die Karten aufschlagen zu lassen. Da sitzen Sie vor 
einer solchen, die wahrsagt, sie liest aus Ihrer Hand. Empfin- 
den Sie da auch nur einen Augenblick lang das Bedürfnis, in 
sie zu eindringen, sich in sie zu versetzen? Nein, sie ist ganz 
nach aussen gekehrt, als das dann ungeteilt wie die Zahl, die 
Ziffern der Jahre, Termine des Lebenslaufs, die sie uns 
nennt. Können wir uns, ferner, in Besessene hineinversetzen? 
Der böse Geist oder Teufel, der von ihr Besitz ergriffen, muss 
erst aus ihr vertrieben werden, bevor wir in sie eindringen, 
mit ihr Sympathie empfinden dürfen oder können. Liegt im 
übrigen hier nicht der Fall vor, dass der Teufel mit Belzebub, 
wie es in der Schrift heisst, ausgetrieben wird oder ausgetrie- 
ben werden soll? Wenn Wende, Umkehr mehr als blosse 
Verkehrtheit zu bedeuten hat, so muss Imagination ins Spiel 
kommen, so muss sie auf der Phantasiebeziehung meiner 
Person zur anderen, vom Ich zum Du, beruhen oder davon 
ausgehen, wenn nicht alles beim Zufall bleiben soll, beim 
Nichts. Alle Wende in uns erfolgt gewissermassen gegen das 
"Nichts, gegen die Einheit aus Nichts, gegen die Einheit aus 
‚ Zahl, gegen welche wir die Einheit aus Idee, aus Einbildungs- 
‘kraft halten. Einheit als Zahl drängt uns, drängt den mensch- 
lichen Verstand hin auf die sogenannten ersten Ursachen: das 
Atom, den Urschleim und ähnliches, zerstört alles Gesicht, 
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reisst die Ebenbildschaft auf und vermag nicht zu hindern, 
dass alles in Prostitution ende oder auslaufe... 

Das Wort war gefallen, wurde mit unverkennbarer Leb- 
haftigkeit, ja mit Befriedigung aufgenommen und konnte | 
nicht verfehlen, in einigen die Vorstellung von Tempelprosti- 
tution auszulösen, was unserem Mann der Ordnung sehr ge- | 
legen kam. Diese sei seit je in Asien heimisch gewesen, und 
er selber erinnere sich noch nicht ganz ohne Schrecken der 
Frauen, ältlicher, faltigen Gesichts, durchaus gräulich anzu- 
sehen, in Fetzen von allen Farben, des Morgens schon in einer 
Art Musikpavillon des Tempelbezirkes Vishnus in Tanjor I 
in Südindien sitzend, ihn angrinsend, mit den Fingern an. 
der siebensaitigen indischen Geige zupfend, leichte Hand- | 
trommeln schüttelnd. Nichts widerspräche so unmittelbar der i 
paulinischen Vorstellung vom Leibe des Menschen als eines 
Tempels der Gottheit, auch nichts so sehr dem Auferstehungs- 
gedanken des grossen Apostels, nichts so ganz und gar der 
Idee des Gesetzes. Das Sein des Inders, darin die Tempel- 
prostitution ebenso ihren Platz findet wie die Idee der Kaste. 
kennt letztlich nur dies eine Gesetz: eben das der Kaste, 
welches jenem anderen entgegensteht, das der Prophet am 
Berggipfel, da Blitze ihn umzuckten, aus der Hand des einen 
Gottes empfangen hat. Das Gesetz der Kaste ist schliesslich 
kein anderes als das des Heiligen, als dessen Dasein, ist die 
Askese. Und denken Sie, es bereitet mir keinerlei Schwierig- 
keit, die Tempelprostitution mit der Askese, die grösste Schwie- 
rigkeit hingegen, sie mit dem Gesetze zusammen zu denken. 
Wer beides durcheinander wirft, deckt nur seine eigene Ver- 
worrenheit auf. Ich habe das Gefühl, dass Frau ** über ein 
sehr grosses Mass von Verworrenheit verfüge, eine Verworren- 
heit, die allen Gründen trotzt. Jene entsetzlichen Weiber in 
Tanjor waren nicht verworren, das waren sie keineswegs, sie 
bildeten vielmehr einen Haufen, sassen als das zusammen. 
Der Haufen hai den einen Vorteil, dass Musik sich dazu ge- 
sellen kann, Frau ** stellt für mich einen besonderen Fall 
des Amusischen vor. 


Das zuletzt Vorgebrachte war vielleicht von unserem 


364 


aies seite 
DAS AUGE 


Redner mehr als zu den anderen zum Abbe hin gesprochen, 
wenn wir bei dieser Bezeichnung bleiben wollen. Letzterer 
schien auch zu fühlen, dass das eben Vorgebrachte ihn auf 
eine besondere Weise angehe, die Erregung, die sich seiner 
mehr und mehr bemächtigt hatte, war unverkennbar. Die Ge- 
legenheit durfte jetzt nicht versäumt werden, hier musste man 
einsetzen. 


Bevor wir aber mit der neuen Rede, der Gegenrede des 
Abbés, beginnen, sollen noch einige Worte über ihn, seine 
Art und sein Wesen, vorangeschickt werden. Er hiess, wie 
gesagt, unter Freunden stets der Abbé, sooft die Rede auf ihn 
kam. Eine ältere Dame aus seinem weiten Bekanntenkreis 
ging bei Gelegenheit so weit, ihn Kardinal zu nennen. Das 
war zu viel, aber Menschen lieben zuweilen ohne weiteres das 
Sumptuöse. Offenbar hat es zu ihm dazugehört, dass er nie 
bei seinem wirklichen Namen genannt wurde. Schon in der 
Mittelschule hat es von ihm: der Doctor geheissen. Doctor, 
leih mir Deine Hausarbeit! Das ganze Leben lang war bei 
ihm etwas vom Spiel der Jugend zurückgeblieben. Hatte er 
seine Universitàtsstudien mit der Theologie begonnen und 
war dann abgesprungen, oder war es so gewesen, dass er in 
theologischen Collegs bloss hospitierte? In keinem Fall aber, 
soviel ist gewiss, hatte seinerseits je die Absicht bestanden, 
Geistlicher zu werden. Predigen wäre nicht seine Sache ge- 
wesen, dazu hat ihm die Begabung gefehlt. Trotz allem aber 
Abbe. Manchem mag, wenn er Abbe hört, der Abbe Galiani 
einfallen. Davon war nichts in ihm. Er lebte zeitlich nach 
Kant, sagen wir es so: in der grossen Ungeborgenheit des 
Menschen nach der Kritik der reinen Vernunft. Der Nea- 
politaner von einst, wissen wir, war durchaus ein Libertin 
und liebte es, solche Häuser zu besuchen, war darin heimisch, 
wie jenes, darin die Heldin unserer Gespräche Busse zu tun 

unternommen hat. Unserem Abbe hingegen lag jede Art 
‚von Libertinage fern. Wir sind nicht mehr Libertins, so 
‘etwas war, als das galt man in den Epochen der Ge- 
borgenheiten, womit es offenbar nach Kant vorbei ist. Wer 
aber nahe an ihn heranzutreten Gelegenheit hatte, alle So- 
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briquets wie Doctor, Abbé, Kardinal beiseite lassend, sie ver- 
gessend, würde vielleicht gefunden haben, dass seine Vorfah-. 
ren nicht in den Abbés des 18ten Jahrhunderts, sondern weiter | 
zurück lagen: in Hamlet, noch weiter, grossartiger, grossgear- | 
teter: in Arjuna, zu dem sich der Gott Krishna mitten in der 
Schlacht gesellt, da ihn, den Pandusohn, im Streitwagen Ge- 
danken, Zweifel daran hindern wollen, den Feind mit den 
Waffen zu bekämpfen, die Tat tuend, ihn zu töten. Es wurde 
eben vom Sein und vom Gesetz gesprochen, wie beide sich 


DI 
erginzen, ineinandergreifen, wider einander aufstehen. | 


Der indische Königssohn der Bhagavadgita ist als Inder, | 
als Arier ganz dem Sein verschworen, wenn dieser Ausdruck | 
hier am Platz ist, und nur daraus, aus dem Sein und nich? i 
vom Gesetz her, ist sein Zweifel, sein Zögern vor der Tat zu | 
begreifen. Auch unser Abbé oder Doctor oder Kardinal ist 
nicht zum Gesetz, sondern zum Sein hin orientiert, daher | 
wohl das Spiel der Sobriquets um ihn und, wie wir erwähnt | 
haben, der Umstand, dass ihm bei manchem Talent die Gabe i 
versagt war, zu predigen. Wir fügen noch hinzu: weil er gleich 
Arjuna dem Sein verschworen, ihm verhaitet blieb und ihm 
zeitlebens alles Gesetz, Gesetzhafte wie ein Vorläufiges er- 
schienen ist. Doch wir wollen die grossen Vergleiche lassen und 
zur Sache kommen: Als unser Freund und Abbe vom Fall 
der Frau ** zum ersten Male hörte, ward er aufs höchste erregt, 
sammelte alles, was er aus seiner theologischen Vergangenheit 
etwa an Gründen und Widerspruch gegen ein solches Vor- | 
gehen noch aufbringen zu können meinte. Doch schien ihm 
das nicht zu genügen, der Gedanke durchfuhr ihn, er müsste 
zu Frau ** hingehen, wenn es so sein solle, in das Haus, das 
verrufene, mit der roten Laterne und ihr abrupt sagen: Gnä- 
dige Frau, was Sie da unternommen haben, ist falsch, ist 
Unsinn, blosser Schaden und Sünde, Todsünde und nichts 
anderes. Es würde vielleicht zu einem regelrechten Disput 
zwischen beiden gekommen sein mit allerlei Argumentation 
dafür und dawider. Doch wir wollen uns vorstellen, dass alles 
damit geendet habe, dass er erklärte: Frau **, Sie nehmen 
alles zu wörtlich, das darf man nicht, das darf niemand. Auf 
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solche Weise bleibt dieses fruchtlos, wird alles steinern, hart 
und ist im Augenblick zu Ende. 


Das Wort ist Fleisch geworden, damit die Welt zu dauern 
vermöchte und nicht im Unsinn ende. So etwa, liesse sich den- 
ken, könnte er zu Frau ** gesprochen haben. Oder sollte es 
nicht auch witzige Bemerkungen gesetzt haben? Liebe Frau, 
was Sie hier an diesem Ort zu tun, vielmehr zu erleiden sich 
vorgenommen haben, ist phantasielos. Chamfort, von dem Sie 
gehört haben dürften, meinte, um in der Gesellschaft, in 
der Welt, le monde, verkehren zu können, müsse man täglich: 
am Morgen eine Kröte schlucken, dann vertrüge man die 
Welt leichter. Es kann ja durchaus so sein, dass Chamfort 
dieses Aperçu einfiel, während er zum Frühstück eine Auster 
schlürfte. Das mag paradox erscheinen, widersinnig, entspricht 
aber mehr der Wirklichkeit als alles wörtlich nehmen. Es 
kann aber auch so gewesen sein, dass der Abbé ihr erklärte, 
nein: hätte erklären mögen, es gebe Leute, die glauben wollen 
und nicht können, solche werden dann oft sehr hart. Vor 
allem mit sich selber... Lassen Sie doch etwas dazwischen 
gnädige Frau! Es muss Puffer geben im Leben, sonst geht alles 
za schnell zu Ende. Dazu, zum Ende, gehört auch das Da- 
zwischen, gehören Fristen, ach! auch Nachsichten, kleine Feig- 
heiten, gehört nicht sofort, im nächsten Augenblick schon das 
Extreme. Wie schrecklich all das Extreme! Ich bin gar 
nicht so sicher, ob Gott das Extreme so liebt, wie Sie zu mei- 
nen scheinen. Kann sein, dass er das Extreme an sich, als Idee, 
wohl mag auf seine, auf göttliche Art, dass ihm aber die 
extremen Menschen durchaus zuwider sind, was einzusehen 
ich mich wohl getraue. 

Unser Abbe war ein Mann des Treppenwitzes hoher Ord- 
nung, und so ist nichts aus allem geworden, er ist nicht zu 
Frau * gegangen, wo immer sie sich eben aufgehalten haben 
"mochte, es ist bei der ersten Regung, beim ersten Einfall, 
‘beim Schrecken davor geblieben: vor dem Fall, ja wohl auch 
vor Frau ** selber, bei einer gewissen Angst vor deren Person, 
Aussehen, Fleisch und möglichem Gebahren. 

Ein Psychologe, ein Psychoanalytiker dürfte das gross- 
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angelegte der folgenden Ansichten unseres Freundes über der 
Fall der Frau ** mit eben der Angst und auch einer leich) 
verständlichen Delikatesse unserer Frau, auch ihrem eigenes 
Vorgehen und ihrer Lage gegenüber zusammenbringen, js 
darauf recht eigentlich gründen wollen. Das tun wir hier 
keines Falls, wir lassen auch den erwähnten Treppenwitz 
gelten. Die oft ein wenig predigthaften Reden des Goite: 
Krishna zu Arjuna in allen Ehren, uns dünkt diese einzige 
die ewige Situation des indischen Königssohnes aus dem 
Geschlecht der Pandu so giltig wie, ja in mancher Hinsich) 
bedeutsamer als alle folgende Belehrung in der Bhagavad 


{| 
Gita. Hören wir uns darum ruhigen Gewissens die Rede unse: 


res Abbes an, wir möchten sie in keinem Fall hier missen 
Sie hat auf folgende Weise eingesetzt: Es wäre vorhin ange: 
deutet worden, wie hier der Fall vorläge, dass der Teufel mii 
Belzebub, Sünde mit Sünde auszutreiben sei. Die Bedingung 
zu einem solchen Vorgehen müsste auf jeden Fall ein solide» 
Glauben an die Hölle bilden, an das Höllenfeuer mit vie: 
Rauch und Gestank nach Schwefel und anderem. Ein solche: 
Glaube habe seit je bestanden, er erinnere nur an einen scl 
chen Ausbund von common sense, Gemeinsinn wie Dr. Johnson: 
an alle Bourbons der Reihe nach, deren gesamten Hofstaat 
Mme de Montespan und auch andere von den Damen um 
Ludwig XIV hätten aus Angst vor der Hölle gegen das Endk 
des Lebens zu unter ihren Prunkgewändern aus Samt oder 
Seide das Büsserhemd aus rauhester Sackleinwand, le cilice: 
getragen, desgleichen die mit Diamanten oder Perlen besetz 
ten Armbänder aus Gold vom Juwelier an der Innenseite, den 
bösen Fleisch zugekehrt, mit vielen winzigen, spitzen Stachel 
versehen lassen und anderes mehr. Es seien das alles höchs! 
leidenschaftliche Frauen gewesen, und der Glaube an die 
Hölle, das nie erlöschende Feuer derselben, müsse man woh 
sagen, habe in unmittelbarer Beziehung gestanden dazu, zı 
den mannigfachen Leidenschaften der Seele, wie sie die Phi 
losophen der Zeit in ihren Systemen der Reihe nach auf 
gezählt und beschrieben hätten. Die Frage wäre nur zu stellen 
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ob Frau** im gleichen Sinne eine leidenschaftliche, vor 
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ihren Leidenschaften gewissermassen besessene Natur sei wie 
eben die Montéspan und die anderen aus der Zeit. Gehe man 
fehl, wenn man die Ansicht ausspreche, dass die Menschen 
damals mit ihrer Angst vor dem Höllenfeuer, dem Teufel 
mit Gehörn, Kuhschwanz und Haken zum Schüren der 
Flammen etwas mehr Saveur und Succulenz gehabt hätten als 
— bleiben wir bei ihr — als Frau ** ? Der es vielleicht darum 
nicht gar so schwer gefallen sein möchte, eine so prekäre 
Situation, wie die sei, die sie jetzt halte, zu beziehen, eben 
weil ihr etwas von jener Saveur, recht viel davon, abgehe, 
die wir in den genannten hochgezogenen, ihres Ranges so 
bewussten Personen unı den Sonnenkönig herum mutmassen, 
oft wie zu schmecken meinen. Frage: Hat die menschliche 
Seele Saveur gleich einer aus dem Samen in gut gedüngtem 
Boden gezogene Frucht, wie ein guter Apfel, wie die Aepfel 
unserer Jugend? Oh die Saveur, die Succulence, der Geruch 
und Geschmack des Apfels, den Eva dem ersten Menschen 
reichen sollte, damit dieser hineinbeissend ihn schmecke! 
Meine Antwort ist: Die menschliche Seele hat Einbildungs- 
kraft, diese macht ihre Saveur aus. Die menschliche Seele 
schmeckt nach Einbildungskraft. Hat es darum einen Sinn, 
von den Leidenschaften der menschlichen Seele zu reden, 
ohne zugleich der Einbildungskraft zu gedenken, welche die 
Leidenschaften so zu binden hat, dass diese den Menschen 
nicht zugleich aufrissen und zerstörten? Nur in einer solchen 
Welt aus Leidenschaft und Einbildungskraft in der hier ange- 
gebenen Anweisung können Formen gedeihen, so dass wir 
die Aussage wagen möchten, dass in Mme de Montéspan, die 
in der Verbannung noch eine Art Hof haltend, die Damen 
und Herren, wenn sie nicht zufällig einmal königlichen Blutes 
waren, auf dem Tabouret, einem Schemel, Platz nehmen liess, 
während sie selber, nie ohne das Büsserhemd unter einer 
reichen Robe, Stacheln, kleine, an der Innenseite der golde- 
nen Armbänder, auf einem tronartigen Lehnsessel gesessen sei, 
dass, wiederhole ich, die Montespan, die vor vielen Jahren, 
um die Liebe des Königs werbend, die schwarze Messe auf 


ihrem entblössten Leibe hatte lesen lassen, mehr Einbildungs- 
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kraft und Saveur besessen hätte als unsere hôchst formlose, | 
entschieden bürgerliche Frau ** in ihrer selbstgewählten äus- | 
sersten Situation, die uns in Augenblicken mit Schrecken und. 
einem entschiedenen degoüt erfüllt? Hat sich hier Leiden- 
schaft nicht in puren Willen umgesetzt, in den entsetzlichsten | 
Eigensinn, in etwas, das beides zugleich, Wille und Unwille, 
ist und den Menschen aller Saveur berauben muss? Ich kenne , 
Frau ** nicht persönlich. Darf ich sie mir nicht hart vorstel- 
len, von einer Härte, an die wir anstossen, an der wir uns 
verletzen, was eben auf diese ihre äusserste Situation am N 


1 


Rande einer Welt ohne Mitte zurückgeführt werden muss? 


Es trat hier etwas wie eine Pause ein, die mit den fra- 
genden Blicken, dem Erstaunen der Zuhörenden gefüllt schien, 
mit dem zögernden Staunen darüber, den Menschen am Rande | 
als ein Gegebenes hinnehmen zu sollen. ' 

Es schien unserem Abbé darum geboten, auf die Art und 
Bestimmung im Ganzen eines solchen Menschen am Rande 
mit wenigen Worten einzugehen und sie seinen Zuhörern 
plausibel zu machen. Der Mensch am Rande, wurde von ihm 
fortgesetzt, ist wohl der, welcher um die Ebenbildschaft ge- 
kommen ist, sich hier, an eben dem Rande, darum gebracht 
hat, wobei es unentschieden bleiben darf, ob Rand schon so 
viel bedeutet wie Rand vor dem Abgrund oder vor dem Nichts. 
Der Mensch der Ebenbildschaft hat Eigenschaften, hat Güter, 
und hält diese ebenso auseinander wie seine Leidenschaften 
auch darum, weil Gott solche, sooft er die Sprache der 
Menschen redet, besitzt oder, weil auch die Götter nicht ohne 
sie sind. Das darf als entscheidend gelten. Ich mache dabei 
für einen Augenblick keinen Unterschied zwischen den 
Menschen der Bibel und jenen Homers, keinen zwischen der 
Bindung durch das Gesetz und der durch das Schicksal, 
welchem auch die Götter unterliegen. Am Rande sind wir 
ohne Schicksal, man möchte sagen: sind wir wohl frei, doch 
ohne Sinn, stocken wir, müssen wir uns darum zugleich 
übernehmen und unterbieten, gewissermassen atemlos, was, 
scheint mir, im besonderen den Menschen, welcher der Eben- 
bildschaft verlustig gegangen ist, kennzeichnet. Wo sollen 
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denn Eigenschaften Platz, wie Raum finden in einem Men: 
schen, der sich zugleich übernimmt und unterbietet?! Halbe 
Dichter, halbe Denker reden heute gerne von den Gegensätzen, 
der Einheit derselben im Sein, vom Sein selbst, auch davon, 
dass, wie der chinesische Weise sich ausdrückt, das Weiche 
allein das Harte zu überwinden, zu besiegen vermöchte. Was 
eine grosse Aussage ist, das Unendliche bestimmend, ihm Form 
gebend. Sooft ich ihn denke, -- können wir denken, ohne zu- 
gleich zu sehen? — sooft ich den Satz des Lao-tse denke, fallen 
mir die Steppen des inneren Asiens ein mit dem tief blauen 
Himmel darüber, von den Winden, den unablässig wehenden, 
reingefegt, in welchen goldene Drachen einfliegen, die Seelen 
der Kaiser des mauerumspannten Reiches emporhaltend. Welt 
scheint hier zu Raum geworden zu sein, Zeit zur Schichtung 
der Räume. Muss hier nicht Gesicht soviel wie Maske sein? 
Und was kann Ebenbildschaft dann anderes bedeuten, als 
dass der Mensch dieses Gesicht wahre, das Gesicht, das zugleich 
Maske ist? Ich liebe den Gedanken zu denken, dass unser Ge- 
sicht, das ebenbildliche, um der Zeit willen angewachsen sei, 
will sagen, nur mehr im blossen Raume, im zeitlosen, abzuhe- 
ben wäre. Man muss mir diesen Gedanken lassen. 

. Maske ist blosser, von der Zeit gelöster Raum. Zeit vermag 
darum Eigenschaft in Idee zu verwandeln. Sehen Sie hier deu 
Zusammenhang von Zeit und Einbildungskraft? Die Maske 
stockt vor lauter Eigenschaft, ist davor wie abgestorben, ist in 
einem höchsten Sinn ideenlos. Für die Maske, für den Men- 
schen der Maske ist Zeit blosses Ende, Ende als letzter, einziger 
Sinn. Kann Sinn nun ohne weiteres Ende sein, sich damit 
decken? Antwort: Sie kann es für den Sektierer, was der 
Katholizität im grössten Umfang zuwider ist. Jetzt bin ich 
dort, wohin ich wollte. Ich spüre in Frau ** das Temperament, 
die Art von Sektierern, solchen etwa, die meinen, nur durch 
Schmutz zur Reinheit gelangen zu können; je mehr Schmutz, 
umso mehr Reinheit. Um des Endes willen, das zugleich Sinn 
sein soll. Das sind Menschen voll Begriff und ohne Gesicht, 
Menschen einer äussersten Situation ohne Distanz zu was im- 
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mer. Sie kommen einem stets zu nahe: mit jeder Aeusserung,, 
mit allen ihren Vorstellungen. So sind sie, sind ohne Zauber. Ini 
ihnen liegt vieles durcheinander, sie sind wie schlecht ge-/ 
mischt, so stossen sie an und sind ohne Form, will sagen: sie! 
bleiben auf eine arge Weise sie selbst. Mischen Wort und Be-- 
griff, verfolgen mich heute. Wir dürfen Karten mischen, Pul-- 
ver, Flüssigkeiten. Fratzen sind gemischt, Eigenschaften, die: 
dann in Fratzen zum Ausdruck kommen. Man sagt, dass in uns: 


seren sogenannten Pekinesen etwas von der Katze sei, dass sich} 
einmal Katze und Hund, beide ihres Geschlechtes froh, kopu-- 
liert hätten und daraus der Pekinese entstanden wäre. Einma!,. 


sage ich, wie man im Márchen von einmal redet. Lange vor! 
Mendel, dem südmährischen Priester. Ein Engländer erzäh! it 
in einem Reisebuch von den gräulichen Hundegestalten, an! 
solche Granvilles erinnernd, des Karikaturisten aus zu Ende! 
geführtem Raisonnement, die das Ergebnis aus Mischungen, 
Verkoppelungen der verschiedensten Hundearten gewesen! 
wären, für das Auge eine Hölle des zuchtlos Unzüchtigen. Es: 
scheint mir nicht schwierig, von hier aus den Weg zum ganzeni 
Dämonenwesen der chinesischen Kunst zu finden. Blosse Artt 
und Dämon liegen in dieser Raumwelt einander näher als etwai 
im Kosmos der Griechen. Die Chinesen sind ein sehr unplato-: 
nisches Volk. Dämonen haben keine Gesichter, sondern Mas-- 
ken, Fratzen. Ich frage mich oft, ob man gewissen chinesischen! 
Tierarten, seltenen Hirschen, einst in kaiserlichen Parken ge-- 


o ee È È : | 
zogen, es nicht ansähe mit Augen, dass — wie soll ich das nur: 


: : ; RAN | 
sagen —? im Paradies der Chinesen, wenn es je ein solches statt! 


eines kaiserlichen Parkes gegeben habe, Geister sich mit Men- 
schen vermischt hätten. Dämonen — es gibt gute und es gibt! 
böse, was aber hier zwischen Gut und Böse entscheidet, ist! 
nicht Freiheit, sondern die Willkür. Das zu erfassen, scheint! 
mir von grosser Wichtigkeit. Es wird vom Literatentum der: 
Chinesen gesprochen, von der Bedeutung und dem Rang des: 
Schreibenden, des gelehrten Mandarins. Das « Wort am An- 
fang » und was daraus folgt — ist nicht chinesisch. Es kommt! 
in einem allerhéchsten Sinne darauf an, ihn, den Gottmen-. 


schen, nicht als Mischung zu verstehen, nicht als Dämon, der! 
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Willkür der Gottheit entsprungen, wenn wir seine tiefe Bezieh- 
ung zur Freiheit erfassen wollen. Sie alle kennen meine Ideen 
darüber, es scheint mir notwendig, sie mit den Begriffen und 
Vorstellungen von Mischung, Willkür und Spiel, Spielart zu 
konfrontieren. Die Griechen, auch Platon, hatten eine kuriose, 
mein: nicht eine kuriose, sondern eine vom Wesen her platte 
Art, Mischung, mischen zu gebrauchen, auszusprechen, was ihr 
Ausgeliefertsein an das Wort verrät, das Rhetorische ihrer 
Art, welches der Gleichsetzung von Wort und Ding entspringt. 
Das « Wort am Anfang » musste Fleisch werden, damit die 
Welt sich von solchen leichten Identifikationen ohne Gesicht 
loslöse. Ich bin jetzt unversehens dorthin gelangt, wohin mich 
unser Freund, vielleicht ohne es zu wollen, gewiesen hat, da 
aus seinem Munde das Wort Tempelprostitution fiel. Nur will 
ich schnell noch einfügen, das Unternehmen von Frau ** betref- 
fend, das uns hier beschäftigt, das Unterfangen, Sünde mit 
Sünde zu büssen: in der Welt, die ich eben zu beschreiben 
und zu deuten versucht habe, darin Menschen und Geister, 
Dämonen, sich mischen: unzüchtig in einer Welt der Willkür, 
des Eigensinns, ohne Freiheit, auch ohne das Paradies mit dem 
Baum in der Mitte, vermöchte ich mir dieses genannte Unter- 
fangen, diese Untat, wenn Sie das Wort richtig fassen, noch 
eher legitimiert denken, als in unserer so ganz anders gearte- 
ten der Ebenbildlichkeit. Die Logik in dieser Welt der Willkür 
geht tiefer, geht unter die Haut, und vom Standpunkt der 
reinen Logik liesse sich nichts gegen die Art der Busse von 
Frau ** einwenden. Doch wir leben nicht unter der Haut, 
sondern in einer sich bis zum Wunder steigernden Welt des 
Auges, die offensichtlich unserer Frau ganz verschlossen ge- 
blieben ist. 


Doch gehen wir zur Tempelprostitution zurück. Auch sie 
gehört einer Welt an ohne das Paradies mit dem Baum der 
Erkenntnis des Guten und des Bösen, einer linear verlaufen- 
den, gehört der zyklischen der Metempsychose oder Seelenwan- 
derung an, die dem Christentum, will sagen: der Welt des 
Sohnes, widerstrebt, auch jenem fernen Derivat derselben des 
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Einzelnen und des Kollektivs entgegen ist, sie tut dies, ohne | 
darum ihres grossen Zaubers verlustig zu gehen. Liegt nun 
dieser Zauber nicht eben darin, dass er unserem europäischen, 
dem eminent katholischen Massgedanken nicht unterliegt? Ist 
es nicht so, dass ich, so wie ich bin, dass meine Seele, welche | 


der Christ vom Ich nicht lösen kann, um eben dieses Masses, 
Massgedankens, der Idee, schliesslich um des Wortes willen , 
am Anfang, bestimmt Fleisch zu werden in der Zeit, dass | 
meine Seele also nach dem Tode nicht in einen Habicht, eine | 
Taube, einen Fisch, in den Nächsten als solchen eingehe? Der 
Nächste der frohen Botschaft ist doch der, in welchen ich 
mich nicht so verwandeln kann, wie sich der indische Gott 
in einen Habicht verwandelt. Daher dann der neue Liebesbe- 
griff, daher dann die Phantasiebeziehung zum Nächsten, zum 
Anderen. Der Nächste, wie er im Gleichnis vom guten Sama- 
ritaner figuriert, hat in der Welt der Metamorphosen, wo zu- 
letzt Kaste entscheidet, Waschung, Reinigung, Unberührung, 


keinen Platz. Darf ich hier einer Empfindung — es ist in der 
Tat im Moment mehr Empfindung als Idee, besser: Empfin- | 
dung über aller Idee hinaus! —, Ausdruck verleihen, die mich | 
beim Gedanken an Seelenwanderung, Metempsychose stets 
heftig ergreift? Wir gehen in den sogenannten Nächsten, will 
sagen: in den Habicht, die Taube, Tiger und Fisch nicht ein, 
nicht ein ohne weiteres: um des Auges willen, noch deutlicher: | 
wir gehen mit dem Auge nicht ein. So ist das Auge. Es bleibt 
draussen vor dem Eingang des einen Körpers, der einen Seele 
in die des anderen —- wie sind Körper und Seele hier nicht 
eines?, es geht nicht ein in den Nächsten. Das scheint mir 
entscheidend für dessen Welt, für die Welt der Freiheit. Ge- 
winnen wir nicht auf solche Weise einen neuen Begriff von 
dieser, einen neuen Inhalt für diese? 

Wäre somit das, was mich vom Nächsten trennt, dann 
nicht der Augenblick? Steht dieser nicht auf die allerer- 
staunlichste Art gegen Verwandlung? Oh Wunder des Augen- 
blicks! 


In den Urwäldern Kameruns lebt ein Negerstamm 
friedlicher Art, Makatam, bei dem die Bestattung der Toten 
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_ in den Händen des Zauberers liegt, der manches andere zu- 
| gleich ist: Medizinmann, Beschwörer ebenso wie Küster. Als 
| das trägt er die Leiche des Verstorbenen, die in ein Ziegenfell 
gehüllt wird, vom Dorf unten hinauf bis zum dicht bewalde- 
ten Berggrat, wo er sie in ein lochartiges Grab senkt, um den 
‚Leib, der in sitzende Stellung gebracht wird, mit Erde zuzu- 
decken. Das ist alles. Keiner von der Familie wohnt der Kult- 
handlung bei. Die Seele des in die Erde Gesenkten aber fliegt 
auf als buntgefleckter Vogel, flattert von Ast zu Ast. Jeder 
von den Eingeborenen weiss, wenn er den Vogel erblickt und 
dessen Gesang im Ohr vernimmt, dass es die Seele sei des 
Vaters, der Mutter oder des Bruders, der eben noch vom 

_ Zauberer in die Erde gesenkt wurde. 


Wo sollte da ein Unterschied gemacht werden: zwischen 
dem Verstorbenen und dessen Seele, Seele und Geist und so 
fort?! Kommt es bei dieser Prozedur der Wanderung aus dem 
Menschenkörper in den eines Hähers oder Sperbers oder 
Spechtes, nicht ebenso wie auf Auge und Blick auf den Zau- 
ber an, der uns auf dem Weg durch das Erdreich, das dunkle, 
hindurch zum Licht emporführt? Auf welchem Wege die Seele 
von einer düsteren Musik geleitet wird, welche die ganze 
Nacht hindurch tönt, Laute der Menschenklage und dumpfe 
Trommelwirbel. Wie spiegeln sich hier nicht die zwei Welt- 
sichten des Cyklischen und des Linearen im Menschengesicht 
wieder, in Aug und Ohr, in beider Lage zueinander! Physio- 
gnomik ist nichts oder nur eine sehr vague Angelegenheit, ein 
Spiel, wenn sich in ihr nicht zugleich eine Kosmogonie auf- 
schliesst. Nur so vermögen wir den Menschen physiognomisch 
als Gipfel der Schöpfung, als Ende zu fassen und aus dieser 
Position des Gipfels und Endes auch das Nein zu begreifen, 
das den Menschen zugleich auszeichnet und beherrscht, das 
Nein oder Nicht, das ein anderes ist in der cyklischen Welt 
der Kaste und Seelenwanderung, ein anderes in der Welt der 
Idee und Person. Das 'Nein der zyklischen Welt ist Auf- 
spaltung, ist zugleich Zwischenraum. In einer zyklischen 
Welt mit den Zwischenräumen hat die Tempelprostitution 
ihren Platz, findet schliesslich auch ihren Sinn. Wie neben 
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vielen anderen auch der Mord, jede Art von Verbrechen oder | 
Entartung. Bis in die Mitte des 19ten Jahrhunderts hat es in, 
Indien die Mördersekte der Thags gegeben, welche ganze Ka- | 
ravanen von Kaufleuten samt Bedienung, durch das immense | 
Land ziehend, zu Ehren oder im Dienste einer lichtlosen 
Gottheit umzubringen pflegten, auf gemeinsamen Lagerplät- | 
zen im Freien, die geeignet schienen, die einzelnen von rück- 
wärts anfallend und insgesamt mit einem seidenen Tuch er- 


würgend. Das Nein aber der linearen Welt — bleiben wir bei 
dieser Bestimmung! — ist von anderer Art: es ist das Nein | 
des Gewissens und hat nichts mehr mit Räumlichkeit zu tun, | 
mit Zwischenräumen, Zwischengliedern, Lagen und ähnli- 
chem. Es ist unausdenkbar fein geschliffen, dieses Nein, se | 
fein, dass es das Unendliche mitten zu durchschneiden ver- 
möchte. Ich sage: mitten; und frage zugleich, ob das Unendli- 
che, wie es ist, anderswo als in der Mitte durchschnitten werden 
kann? In dieser liegt an der Stelle, wo das Unendliche durch- 
schnitten wird, genau die Mitte, die eine, einzige, des Gewis- 
sens. Ist nicht an diesem einen Punkt, wenn von Punkt und der- 
gleichen noch die Rede sein kann, das Wort Fleisch geworden? 
Was zugleich anzeigt, dass wir aus der Confusion des Bildge- 
mässen samt dessen Beiläufigkeiten herausgelangt sind. Baude- 
laire, krank, nicht mehr im vollen Besitz seiner Sinneskräfte, 
dem Tode nahe und auf solche Weise dazu gebracht, das letzte 
auszusprechen, das von seinem Geiste aus noch erfasst werden 
konnte, schreibt aus einer Verzweiflung heraus, die zugleich 
den Wunsch bedeutet zu sagen, was ist: Alles ist Prostitution: 
Welt, Erde, Mensch, Geschlecht, Zeugung, Entbehrung, alles 
ohne Ende, was die Schöpfung angeht. Die Aussage eines 
Dichters aus dessen Welt, darin alles zu Bild wird und aller 
Sinn im Ausströmen der Bilder ohne Ende liegt. Wo ist hier 
Gewissen, wenn nicht in der Gebundenheit, auch der Sprache, 
im Schicksal? Gewissen und Sinn sind eines in der Welt der 
Freiheit: ohne Prostitution oder die Anlage und Möglichkeit 
dazu, ohne die des Dichters, wie sie eben angezeigt wurde, 
oder ohne eine aus Busse, die mehr noch als absurd ist, die 
eine Confusion bedeutet aller Werte, Dinge und Zeichen, Con- 
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aus einem schauerlichem Eigensinn heraus oder infolg 
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NARZISS 


Auswanderer verkriimmt 


Am Rand des Schlafes 


Kauend die bitter E 
Berauschende Laubstreu | 
Erinnerung. vi 


Knabe Narziss gebeugt 

Ueber lichtloses Wasser 
Suchend sein Spiegelbild I 
Tief unter keinem Himmel. 


Sehnsiichtiges Ich und Ich 
Zwiesprache haltend nichtlich 
Seltsames Liebespaar 

Sinkend von Meer zu Meer. 


Verschmolzen endlich einen Augenblick 
Hochaufgerichtet Haar im Sphärenwind 


Und niederfahrend riesig blind 
In den Abgrund der Triume. 
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DIE ZEUGEN 


4 Wir glauben an diese 
Unsere grosse 
Freiheit zu sterben 
Häuser unsere 
Einstürzen zu lassen 
Weingarten unsere 


Brach 


Wir glauben es zwänge 

Uns niemand aufzuerstehen 
Späterhin in das Licht 

In die gewaltige 
Anstrengung ewigen Lebens. 


Wir glauben es stünde bei uns 
Niemanden mehr zu lieben 

Und hintreiben zu lassen endlich 
Erkaltet in kalten Schwärmen 
Diesen unseren Stern. 


Aber die unverminderte 
Tägliche Zeugenschaft 
Küssender Lippen 


Liebe Sonne 
Schöne Erde 
Ewig Ewig 
Weiss es besser. 


is Pta is 
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Die Rechte weiss nicht was die Linke tut 
Der Tag nichis von der Nacht 

Aber der Zorn, der mir das Auge verdunkelt 
Schlägt alles mit an 


Auch die zartesten Glöckchen ë 
Auch die vergessensten 7 
Töne der Liebe. 
E 

4 

FREIHEIT Bl 


Morgen sind wir doch 3 
Was Tote sind È 
Ein Samen im Wind i 
Ein Spinnweb im Dorn 

Aber heute noch 

Ein Verlangen, ein Zorn 

Ein Verdruss, eine Gier 

Ein Stiick Gott, ein Stiick Tier 

Ein Schritt in den Strassen 

Ein Schluchzen, ein Schrei 

Getrieben, verlassen 

Zu lieben frei. 


TIEF IM BERG 


Wenn wir ausgesteuert sind 
Bauen wir die Grottenbahn 
Tief im Berg 

Einen Kreis von Albernheiten 
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Zwerge mit Bärten, mannshohe Marienkäfer 

Einen Kreis von Schrecken 

Grünen Skeletten 

Doch in der Mitte i 1 
Die kleine Nachtstadt i 
Die schiefe Laterne 0 
Die tote Apfelfrau O 
Die riesigen Sterne der Kindheit. 


WEISSE WURZEL 


Weisse Wurzel Y gdrasill 

Geflecht umklammernd Lavaströme 
Dunkeln tiefen kalten Stein. 
Gegenwart beständige 


Des Grashalms auf 

der Wanderdüne 

Des Feigenbaums 

Beschattend grellgelbe Mauer. 


Unhörbares Wachsen Tag und Nacht 
Aufbrechen, Samenverschütten 
Hinmodern im Feuchten. de 


Lautlos mitlebende 
Unbegangene 

Wälder voll Blumen ' 
Wolke von Tymianduft 
Am gewittrigen Juniabend 
Ueber die Strasse geweht. 
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Schôner gleichgültiger Stamm 
Panthergefleckte Platane 
Sämlinge zitterndes Zweiblatt 
Unter dem stahlblauen Glas. 


Mein überlebendes Ich 
Aufblühend tausendgestaltig 
Ausdauernd im Wind der Sahara 


Im reissenden Bergwasser schweigend. 


Lang übersehene Heimat Haselgebüsch 
Wartend geduldig 
Auf den Schritt, der fernher 
Den Schritt am Abend 
Deinen i 

Meinen 

Schritt 
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BEWUSSTSEIN 


Wer zu den Spiegeln geht, 
der kommt nicht wieder. 


Spiegel 

sind blanke Messer, 

töten den Schmerz und die Lust, 
teilen 

die Liebe in Macht 

und das Herz in beissende Würmer. 


Laute Gesellen 


| sind Spiegel, 


Spétter beim Wein. 
Alles kehren sie um. 
Aus Deinem Geheimnis 
machen sie Schiittelreim. 


Drum bleib in Dir selbst, 
verschweige 

den Spiegeln wer Du bist. 

Die Blume, die spricht, 

wird bewundert 

weil sie kein Wunder mehr ist. 
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KASTILIEN 


Stein ist still. 

Himmel strömt 

von seinen Zentren, 

flimmernde Flut. 

Schrill 

dehnt sich die bleierne Kuppel. 


Erde schwebt. 

Nur das dritte 

Auge des Fremden, 

Leica am Lederband, 

starrt verdrossen 

in das Drahtnetz blanker Motive. 


Menschen erblinden im Sog 
zahmer Motoren, 

träumen im Polster 

faden Traum. 


Tausend 


Kreise aus Gummi von der Erde entfernt. 


Schiefer Mond 
lauscht der Sterne 
silbernen Klang. 
Häuser sind Schnee, 
scharfe Messer 


die Schatten des wandernden Todes. 


a ob 
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VOR EINER KERZE 


us getriebenem Golde, so 
 dws mir anbefahlst, Mutter, 
rmt ich den Leuchter, daraus 
> empor mir dunkelt inmitten 
litternder Stunden: a 


es 


wer 


seins Tochter. 


hlank von Gestalt, 

schmaler, mandeläugiger Schatten, 
nd und Geschlecht 

ntanzt von Schlummergetier, 
ischwebt sie dem klaffenden Golde, 
oigt sie hinan 

n Scheitel des Jetzt. 


it nachtverhangnen 
ppen 
"ech ich den Segen: Pre ai 
- Im Namen der Drei, | 


| die einander befehden, bis We . 
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der Himmel hinabsteigt ins Grab der Gefühle, 


im Namen der Drei, deren Ringe 
am Finger mir glänzen, sooft 


ich den Bäumen im Abgrund das Haar lös, 


auf dass die Tiefe durchrauscht sei von reicherer Flut - 


im Namen des ersten der Drei, 
der aufschrie, 


als es zu leben galt dort, wo vor ihm sein Wort sch 


gewesen, 


im Namen des zweiten, der zusah und weinte, 


im Namen des dritten, der weisse 
Steine häuft in der Mitte, — 

sprech ich dich frei 

vom Amen, das uns übertäubt, 

vom eisigen Licht, das es säumt, 

da, wo es turmhoch ins Meer tritt, 
da, wo die graue, die Taube 
aufpickt die Namen = 
diesseits und jenseits des Sterbens: 
Du bleibst, du bleibst, du bleibst 
einer Toten Kind, 

geweiht dem Nein meiner Sehnsucht, 
vermählt einer Schrunde der Zeit, 
vor die mich das Mutterwort führte, 
auf dass ein einziges Mal 

erzittre die Hand, 

die je und je mir ans Herz greift! 
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GRABSCHRIFT AUS KLEINASIEN (DIOTIMOS) 


Wozu ertragen den Schmerz der Wehen? 


Wozu behiiten des Kindes Weg? 
Wozu es lehren das Alphabet 

und dass es auf Reinlichkeit achtet, 
wenn alles endet 

durch Willkiir des Krieges 

hier? 


‘Dies Grabmal habe 


ich, die Mutter, 
meinem Sohn errichtet, 


_ den ich trug und aufzog 


und im Gemetzel verlor — 

dies Grabmal, das, 

ginge es zu mit rechten Dingen, 
er mir zu Ehren einst 

errichtet hätte. 


STADTTOR 


Jeden Tag steure ich meinen Wagen 
um das Stadttor (sechzehntes Jahrhundert) herum. 
Es hat einen tiefen Graben vor sich, 
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darüber ist die Brücke verfault. 
Es führt nirgendwohin und nirgendwoher. 

Es ist trotzig und wehrhaft 

aber hat nichts zu bewahren 

und niemanden, der ihm trotzt. 

Die eisenbeschlagenen Tore sind sehr schwer, 

aber was sollen sie verschliessen? 

Die Fenster so eng, und die Zinnen 

rechnen kriegerisch mit 

den Blicken Übelwollender — Piraten und Raubritter 
aber nur die Kameras der Touristen 

Tabakhändler und Studienräte privat 

nehmen sie aufs Korn. 

Ausserhalb des Achtzigkilometertempos, 

bewachsen mit Moos und Taubheit, 
für einige Fotos gewillt zu blühen, 
stumm und steinern, 

lästig und todbereit, 

es hat alles verschenkt, 

alles quittiert, 

Stellung genommen ein für allemal 
und zum Freund nur noch 

einen Strauch wilder Rosen. 

Darin lachen nachts die Ratten. 
Aber: 

Niemand soll deswegen 

die Polonaise anhalten, 

keiner deshalb ein Rendezvous versäumen 
und die Koffer packen. 

Denn nicht das Wissen um das Ende 
sondern das Ende selbst 

ist das Ende. 
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DER WEISE UND DER GOUVERNEUR 


Der Gouverneur sagte: 

Immer an den schönen Abenden 
betrachte ich die Sonnenuntergänge, 
und ich bedenke 

den Weg des Menschen, 

sein Woher und Wohin. 

Aber aus den Gassen, die 

unter meinem Fenster liegen, 
schlägt plötzlich wüstes 

Geschrei an mein Ohr. 


Und es sagte der Weise: 

Das kommt: die mit leerem Magen 
haben keinen Sinn für Sonnenuntergänge. 
Wer nicht weiss, wohin am Ende 

des Tages, der fragt nicht, wohin 

nach Beendigung seines Lebens. 

Wer von der Arbeit kommt, ist 

zu erschöpft, um zu fragen, 

wo er sonst noch herkommt. 


Der Gouverneur sagte: 

Immer an den schönen Abenden 
gedenke ich der ewigen Dinge, 
des Staubs, in den der Mensch 
zurückfällt am Ende, 

ich gedenke des Unfassbaren, das 
uns umfasst. Und dass alles 
unwichtig ist und ohne Bedeutung, 
denke ich. Aber 

dann schlägt plötzlich 

wüstes Geschrei an mein Ohr 
aus den Gassen, die 

unter meinem. Fenster liegen. 
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Und der Weise sagte: 

Das kommt: wer ewig die Tretmühle tritt, 
denkt nicht gern an Ewigkeiten. 

Wer in der Gosse schläft, denkt, 

wie er den Staub abschütteln kann. 

Wer sich umfasst sieht, sucht, 

was ihn umfasst, zu fassen, alles andere 

ist ihm unwichtig und 

ohne Bedeutung. 

Und der Gouverneur sagte: 

Warum aber, frage ich mich, 

sind sie so laut an den schönen Abenden, die 
so voll sind von Traurigkeit. | 
Und der Weise sagte: 

Das kommt: wem man Ketten anlegt, 

der kann nicht anders als rasseln. 


390 


le et Ne Sd. E Vi un a mi 


GERHARD NEUMANN 


FRÜHE 


Taumorgen in 
deinen Garten geschüttet. 
Hebst du das bartrauhe Kinn. 


Drängendes Schwellen: 
Knospe will bersten 
im Wechsel des Lichts. 


Leicht wird die Zeit 
unter steigenden Flügeln. 


_Brennt dir ein Wind auf der Haut. 


DAMMERUNG 


Ich hôre den Tritt auf den Treppen. 
Tapeten wollen von Wänden blättern. 
Da ist die die Tür aus gemasertem Holz, 
mit der Farbe des Abends gestrichen: 

du kommst. ¿ 
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Eine Haarkurve teilt dein Gesicht. 
Wir wissen, was ist und was sein wird. 
Laute flattern wie trunkne Insekten, 
-schaukeln auf den Wellen des Atems: 


du sprichst. 


Der Fussboden ist ein Schachbrett. 

Zug um Zug nähern sich unsre Figuren. 
Dann werden die Felder sich gleich. 
Wir trinken aus einem einzigen Glas: 


du bleibst. 


FEBRUARNACHT 


Die Stiege drängt ins spröde Gras. 

Der Abend ist gefrorner Duft. 

Wie schreit der Schnee vom Salz des Frosts! 
Mein Finger ritzt die Schieferluft. 


Durchs Rübenfeld der Eiswind streunt. 
Es teilt der Schritt das nackte Licht. 
Im Graben blitzt ein Scherbenmond. 
Der Atem schwärzt mir das Gesicht. 
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AM BAHNDAMM IM HERBST 


Beschwert von der Brust 

sinkt das Gesicht ins gelbliche Farnkraut. 
Steinduft und Kornsommerwind 

tragen die Eisenbahnfrage: wo sind wir?, und 
Kinderluftballons steigen 

hoch über den Marktplatz, 

fliegen weit, so weit 

als der Luftdruck innen den Himmel erträgt. 


Nur im Blau der Verheissung des Frühlings 


— golden verlockend hinterlegt — 
werden Tote richtig gezählt, deren Liebe 


einst unsern Sinnen als Tuch entgegengespannt war. 


Die Frühlinge such ich. Viele von ihnen 
| müssen mir ein Gewand weben, abtragbar. 


DIE LERCHE 


Meine Lerche flog, ich weiss nicht wohin; 
als ich am Morgen aufstand, 

war sie verschwunden. 

Alle Tage wartete ich 
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unter ihrem Zelt — sie hielt es, 

mit Stimme und Flügel vibrierend, in der Spitze zusammen — 
und Frage und Antwortlied flossen in eins 

auf dem weiten Feld vor Mont Saint Michel. 

Seit ich dich sah, ist sie fortgeflogen; 

dein Gesicht zuckt jauchzend und weinend mir entgegen 
bis hinein in den alten Höhlentraum, 

und du wirst da sein, immer, immer da sein. 

Verstümmelt von Liebe werde ich 

das Lied meiner Lerche nicht vergessen. 


ABSCHIED 


Einmal fällt die Lust vorüber 

in ein Land, das hinter Bergen liegt, 
und aus Palmen und dem Fieber 

steigt ein Mond, der seine Tundra wiegt. 


Fühllos liegen deine Hände 

auf dem Runden: Beine oder Baum? 
Neben die verbrannten Wände 

stelln sich neue in den kalten Raum. 


Steppenweit bist du gegangen, 
über dir nur Sterne, Kälte, Nacht, 
fort von Betten, wo mit Bangen 
du Kometenschweife hast bewacht. 


Die Türme der goldenen Stadt verschwinden 
hinter dir, es öffnet sich alles, wird weit — 
sogar der Tod der Liebe ist bereit 

und zeugt den grossen Traum der Einsamkeit. 
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PERGAMON 


Pergamonburgweg müandert 
lichtgefilterten Staub. 

Nur Palmettenlaub 

findet hier wer wandert. 


Jemand verlor die Agraffe 
vom Kapitell einmal, 
jenes halbe Portal 

war ihm Spiel oder Waffe. 


Noch ein andrer warf Brände 
dröhnend von Licht herab. 
Infernalisches Grab 
schändete Tempelwände. 


Aus dem Tauben das Taube 
schlägt Archäologengeklopf. 
Zeitenlose Schraube 

hält noch Hals und Kopf. 


SUNION 


Kopf schief, Kinn in die Luft stehen bei Sunion-Kap 

Ausflügler, mundauf von Atemverlust. 

l'empel erledigt, benommen noch Hüte ab, Mützen ab 

‘« Tempel sind Kirchen» sagte der Führer mit Brustton). 
Schon schaukeln neben dem Makadam 

wei süsse Dampferchen gischtüberspritzt 

Srüsse herauf, und Möven kreischen gierig am 

Yordersteven. Mützenschwingender mahnt: « Alles sitzt 
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(muss sitzen) zwölf Uhr dreissig im *Basileus 
Agamemnon zum Lunch ». Chefwort, goldenes Wort. 


Ausflügler umsummt von gruppenphotomachendem Heiss 
sporn: « Hierber bitte-summ-, nicht doch-summ, summ- dort 


bitte-die Damen aus Deutschland liegen vielleicht 
besser vor den Schweizer Herren-danke, es reicht. » 


Sunion-Tempel Poseidons im Luftmeer?, in Meerwelt? 
Flimmernder Pfeil fallt 

motorlos dort, wo Meer 

und Himmel vereinigt atmen. Aber jäh er- 

wacht im untersten Punkt, zieht sich hoch hinauf 


dädalische Sehnsucht, metallisch hell klingende Sehne. 


senlauf, 
Treibstoff, Stahlgetriebe verwandeln Angst in 
entkommendes Schweben. Du bangst in 
Düsenlust nicht länger, Dädalus... Düsenlust-Dädalus 
schreibt hingegeben ins Blaue, muss « 
Kondensstreifenlust auch sein für Sunion-Kap: 


Köpfe schief, Hüte ab, Münder auf, Mützen ab. 


IM THEATER VON EPIDAURUS 


Die goldne Münze trifft den Mittelstein 

in der Orchestra so, dass wir den Fall 

des Goldes überall hören können. Der Schall 
dringt bis in die letzten Reihn. 


Sie stand am Fenster vor dem jungen Mann 
und reichte, so als ob sie schliefe, 

und füllte in der Küchentiefe 

und ging zurück und sah ihn an. 

Als er sich wandte, der ihr so gefiel, 
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hielt sie sich fest am rechten Fensterflügel 
und starrte von dem Turm auf fremde Hügel 
der eignen Brust. Ein Glockenspiel 

in herrlich unmessbar verstimmtem Klang 
vermengte sich zu einem Pastorale 

von höh’rer Harmonie. Die Schale 

der Frau — eniwachsen diesem Gang 

der Ordnungen: der Post, der Müllabfuhr, 
des Gasmanns und des blonden Bäckerjungen — 
war in die schrecklich klare Welt gedrungen. 
Sie spürte, wie die unverwischte Spur 

des Gebens ihren magren Arm hinan 

und weiterlief zum aufgewachten Munde. 
Durchs Fenster gab das Neonlicht die Stunde 
auf Blumenwiesen der Tapete an. 


Dir sind wir noch am nächsten, Äskulap. 
Wenn deine Spiele sind im Traum, 

wenn du uns anrührst mit dem Stabe kaum, 
mag Heilung kommen uns vom Schlangenstab. 
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Nach Kommandierungen einer gewissen Art setzte d 
Dienstordnung eine freie Zeit von drei Stunden an für al 
Beteiligten ausser dem einen, für den eine solche Erleichterur 
nicht mehr in Anschlag zu bringen war. Soweit sie nicht fi 
das Reinigen und Instandsetzen der Sachen in Betracht kar 
hatte nach dem Wortlaut der Vorschrift diese freie Zeit d: 
Ruhe zu dienen. Es war noch früh, da Hinrichtungen gewoh 
lich in die ersten Stunden des Morgens gelegt werden. D: 
kleine Kommando, das bis ans Koppel herauf bestaubt ur 
mit fremden, aufgescheuchten Gesichtern durch die Wacl 
einrückte, fiel nicht auf, denn der riesige Hof hallte soebe 
wider von den Korporalschaften, die zum Dienst heraustrate 
Kaum einer, der den Halbzug das Gewehr abnehmen und : 
die Unterkunft wegtreten sah, hatte eine Ahnung oder mach 
sich Gedanken darüber, woher diese Leute kamen. 

Der Unteroffizier Matthes stellte das Gewehr, das er fi 
diese Dienstleistung — denn Korporale in der Ausbildung 
truppe trugen kein Gewehr mehr — auf der Kammer em 
fangen hatte, gegen die Wand, riss die Bluse auf und stieg a 
den hohen Stiefeln. Es wurde schon heiss, zumal auch d 
Nacht kaum abgekühlt hatte, er war allein in der Kaserne 
stube, die Ahorne vor den Fenstern liessen ein grünes Lic 
durch. Die Stube lag nach hinten hinaus, wo die Stadt Lawl 
mit öden, halb überbauten Randgeländen aufhörte, und d 
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Schallen der Ubenden in den Hófen drang nur verworren 
herein. Matthes stand auf Strümpfen vor seinem Eisenbett. Er 
hatte den Waschraum aufsuchen wollen, aber plötzlich über- 
fiel ihn eine Müdigkeit, gegen die kein Aufkommen war. 
Eine tiefe, gierige Trostlosigkeit überwältigte ihn. Die Stube 
war wohltätig leer, ohne Ablenkung mit ihren nackten Wän- 
den, nichts stand auf dem Tisch, die vier Schemel waren zu- 
rechtgerückt, die Spinde verschlossen. Sein.Bett, das er vor 
fünf Stunden und ohne die andern zu wecken, verlassen hatte, 
war gleich dem der übrigen drei Korporale von den Putzern 
glattgezogen und in Ordnung gebracht. Matihes liess sich auf 
das Bett fallen. Obwohl es heiss war, griff er abwesend nach 
der Decke, die gefaltet am Fussende lag, und zog sie sich bis 
an den Hals. Bald zog er den Rand mit einer willenlosen, 
erschöpften Bewegung noch weiter herauf, bis auch sein Ge- 
sicht verhüllt war. Ein paar Augenblicke blieb er so liegen, 
ohne sich zu rühren, wie ein Toter zugedeckt. 


Sogleich kehrten die Bilder zurück, und er sah den Mann 
stehen unter der dürftigen Linde, die keinen Schatten warf, 
denn die Sonne zögerte noch. Man hatte an den Mann einen 
schwarzen, neugewaschenen Drillich ausgegeben, einen Arbeits- 
anzug für die hässliche und gespenstige Arbeit, die man an 
ihm vornahm. Der Anzug ware sackartig weit, er sah zugleich 
tief ernst und hampelmännisch aus mit dem grob aufgenähten 
roten Flicken vorn, wo das Herz sass. Hampelmann, tiefer 
Ernst; tiefer Ernst, Hampelmann. Er kannte den Hampelmann 
nicht, den tiefen Ernst, nein nein den Mann konnte er nicht 
kennen, so genau er alles sonst sah. Das Gesicht des Mannes 
konnte er nicht erkennen, weil es unmöglich war, dorthin zu 
blicken, wo das Gesicht anfangen musste. Er sah es genau so 
wenig wie ein Mensch sein eigenes Gesicht sehen kann, es ist 
ja nicht einmal im Spiegel sein eigenes. Sobald einer es selbsi 
sehen kann, ist es auch nicht seines, und weil er das Gesicht 
nicht hatte sehen können, so ergab es sich für ihn, als er 
plötzlich für einen unmessbaren Augenblick in einen Schlaf 
ohne Boden hinuntersank, dass er selbst dort der Mann an 


dem Baum gewesen sein müsse. 
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Er war es gewesen. Er starb, er starb und ging den glei- | 


chen Weg wieder herwärts ein zweites Mal oder ging ihn das 


wievielte Mal schon? Das wievielte? Die Reitschule lag draus- | 
sen bei dem Gut Blyskanie, und der Sommer stach. Der Fluss 
roch herauf, jetzt in der trockenen Zeit floss er niedrig zwisch- 


en lehmigen Borden; Röhricht, gärender Schlamm, Unrat, 


süsses Aas rochen herauf, und die Gärten den flachen Hang 


herauf rochen nach Gurkenkraut und Melissen. Er kam von 
Blyskanie und ging allein, zu gerne ging er allein; alleingehen 
ist nicht gut für einen Unteroffizier, der auf Kameradschaft 


Wert legen sollte. Besser wäre es gewesen, sich an den Wacht- 


meister Rungenhagen zu halten, mit dem er sonst öfters zum 
Reiten gegangen und der ein Freund von Vorschriften war. Es 


gab keine Vorschrift gegen das Alleingehen, und das schien 
eine Lücke im Reglement, Rungenhagen aber hätte nur bei 


ihm zu sein brauchen, und es wäre weiter nichts geschehen. 
So kam er allein vom Reiten zurück und hatte vorher draussen 
am Fluss gesessen, in dem Krug, aus dessen Fenstern man im 


m m m 


Fluss die Kähne dümpeln sah, und wo in der Pappel die : 
Elstern schrachelten. Heisses Land, staubiges Land, Schnaps — 


ist gegen solch ein Land gut, Schnaps aus Wasserglásern. 
Woher? Wohin? Herrliches Land. Der Schnaps war es nicht, 
der heiss machte, auch die Sonne nicht, gegen die er ging 


und die ihm ins Gesicht brannte. Der Fluss spiegelte herauf. 


Tráumend, und der Traum war wohl bôse. Die Sonne flammte 
úber der Stadt, und die Silos, die schwarzen Schlote schossen 
flimmernd herauf. Drähte, Masten, ein Tramgeleise lief 
schon eine Weile neben dem Weg. Früher einmal war die 
Tram weit herausgefahren, jetzt lag die letzte Haltestelle am 
Ausgang der Stadt. Und in den letzten fünf Minuten bis zu 
der Haltestelle ging das Mädchen vor ihm. 

Er hatte nicht achtgegeben, woher sie kam, aber sicher 
kam sie aus einem der Gärten, die sich rechts hinaufzogen. 
Jedenfalls trug sie am Arm eine grosse, aus Stroh geflochtene 
Tasche, aus der eine grüne Last überhing, und sie trug eine 
Hacke, wie sie zum Jäten benutzt wird, in der anderen Hand. 
An dem Schaft sass ein herzförmiges Blatt, keine halbe Hand 
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gross, dessen Spitze glänzte. Das Mädchen war braun, dichtes 
Haar fiel ihr auf die Schultern herunter, auch ihre Schultern 
waren sehr braun. Sie war eher breit als schlank, sie war 
zugleich heiss und langsam, zierlich und unbemüht, und Mat- 
thes erschrak an ihr bis ins Blut. Aber noch hatte er ihr Ge- 
sicht nicht gesehen. 

Nach einer Weile bemerkte er erst, dass mıt dem Mäd- 
chen ein Mann ging. Nicht an ihrer Seite, eher ein wenig hinter 
ihr, hielt sich ein Mensch, der ein krangenloses Hemd trug und 
in Hose und Weste, grau verblichenen Stücken, steckte. Er 
selbst war auch grau, er sah klein, mager und zäh aus. Es war 
offenbar, dass die beiden zusammengehörten, obwohl sie 
nicht miteinander sprachen. Der Vater war es kaum, sofern 
solch ein Wesen überhaupt von einem Vater kam. Es war ein 
Onkel. Ein Aufpasser? Sogleich fing ihn Matthes zu hassen 
an. Das Männchen ging in sich gekehrt, aber so, als könnte er 
jeden Augenblick scharf herumfahren. Ebenso schien er List 
zu verbergen. Er kam vom Fischen, denn er trug Angelgerät, 
auf dem Kopf einen Strohhut und einen Blecheimer in der 
Hand, der mit Blättern bedeckt war. Die Ränder seiner Hose 
feuchteten, und Kletten hingen an ihnen. 


Es dauerte lange, bis die Tram kam, und fast bis zuletzt 
blieben Matthes, der Alte und das Mädchen die einzigen War- 
tenden. Die Sonne war jetzt hinter die Stadt Lawka hinab- 
getaucht, weit hinten der helle Sand, die Flusschlinge von 
Blyskanie schimmerten noch, die Haltestelle lag in einem 
brütenden, durchsichtigen Schatten. Das Mädchen hatte ihre 
Tasche abgesetzt und sprach ab und zu ruhig mit dem Alten. 
Matthes ging auf und ab, er liess kein Auge von ihr, er starrte 
sie an, sein Kopf glühte, die Pferdeflanken, der trockne Klang 
der Hufe, das Rieseln des Sands unter ihnen, das Blitzen des 
Flusspiegels in sein Gesicht brannten in ihm nach. Er hätte 
sie anschreien mögen, das Mädchen, aber sie gab ihm kein 
Augenmerk, wandte keinen Blick. Sie sprach mit dem Alten 
weiter, und bald merkte er, dass sie in der fremden Sprache 
redeten. Aha, dachte er flüchtig und empfand Erleichterung, 
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es ist ein alter Bedienter. Es ist der Mann, der den Garter | 
besorgen hilft. Und da, gerade wie er hinter dem Alten vor- 
beistrich, sah sie ihn an. 

Als die Elektrische ankam und wendete, fiirchtete er sich | 
so sehr vor dem, was er tun musste, dass ihn die Knie schmerz- | 
ten. Ein paar Gäste waren noch zugestiegen und polterten im 
Wagen. Er hatte sich gesetzt, aber die beiden kamen nicht | 
herein. Er sah, dass das Mädchen und der Alte sich auf der 
hinteren Plattform einrichteten. Sie hielten sich in der Ecke | 
beisammen und so, dass das Mädchen ihm den Rücken | 
zuwandte. Dem Alten sah er ins Gesicht. Er ging hinaus, als | 
der Wagen anruckte, und stellte sich zu ihnen. Solang das 
elende Fahrzeug rüttelnd die Vorstädte abfuhr, glitt die 
Besinnung von ihm. Er stand angelehnt, liess sich stossen, und. 


indessen er sein Gesicht gleichgültig blicken hiess und seine 
Bewegungen heuchelten, rupfte er an einem Blatt, das aus: | 
ihrer Gärtnertasche hing, fasste heimlich, indem er starr und | 
angelegentlich in das Innere des Wagens. zu blicken schien, 
an ihr Kleid. Er spürte, wie warm sie war. Vielleicht kümmerte | 
sie sich nicht um ihn, aber eine Glut hatte sich in ihr gesam- 
melt und knisterte in ihren Haaren, kein Wunder, sie war den | 
Tag in der Sonne gewesen, die Sonne brannte auf ihrer Haut. 
Alles Ohnmacht; kein Wille, ihr Gesicht sah er nicht, sie | 
kehrte ihm den Rücken, er sah nur ihre Hand, die manchmal 
in eine Schlinge des Wagens griff, eine kräftige Hand mit den 
Spuren der Gartenarbeit. Alles Ohnmacht: wenn sie jetzt 
ausstieg, war nichts geschehen, kein Zeichen getauscht, nichts 
eingeleitet. Sein Herz zog sich zusammen, wenn eine Haltestelle 
herankam, und ein dummes, schluchzendes Gelächter hüpfte 
ihm in der Kehle, wenn nichts verriet, dass sie aussteigen 
wollte, eine Seligkeit nahm ihn ein, weil noch immer Zeit 
blieb. 

Endlich sass er im Wagen und schrieb hinter seiner linken: 
Hand, mühsam das Schlenkern abfangend, auf seinen Block: 
« Morgen gegenüber der Arethusa. Um neun ». — Dann schrieb: 
er noch weiter und setzte dazu: « Und so alle Tage». — Es. 


waren krakelige, gestörte Züge, die Post eines Kranken oder- 
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Betrunkenen. Er riss den Zettel herunter und verbarg ihn 
in seiner Hand. 


Als er wieder auf die Plattform hinaustrat, hatten die 
beiden ihre Stellung verändert. Das Mädchen stand jetzt mit 
dem Gesicht zum Wagen, der alte Mann blickte rückwärts 
auf die Geleise. Obwohl sie ihn nicht ansah, hatte Matthes 
jetzt das Gefühl, als müsste sie alles beobachtet haben. 
Plötzlich wurde er ganz sicher, es konnte nicht anders sein, 
als dass sie ihn erriet und wartete und seiner Absicht entge- 
genkam. Ihre Hand hing herab, er legte den Zettel hinein, 
der unscheinbar zusammengerollt war, nicht länger als ein 
Streichholz. Sofort schlossen sich ihre Finger, und langsam, 
mit einer Bewegung, die ihn erzittern machte, stellte sie sich 
anders. 


Sie fuhren noch weit; es ging durch die ganze Stadt, und 
nichts geschah weiter, es brauchte ja nun auch nichts mehr 
zu geschehen. Er hätte längst aussteigen müssen, aber er hatte 
vergessen, dass er aussteigen konnte, denn es brauchte ja nun 
nichts mehr zu geschehen. Der Wagen füllte sich, solange es 
durch die belebteren Teile der Stadt ging, und blieb allmählich 
wieder spärlicher besetzt, denn es brauchte ja nun nichts mehr 
zu geschehen. Draussen war es jetzt dunkel geworden, und er 
stand zitternd hinter ihr, denn es brauchte ja jetzt nichts mehr 
zu geschehen. Endlich war ihre Haltestelle da, und zuerst stieg 
der Alte aus und streifte die Tür mit seinen Ruten. Erst 
zuletzt, als sie an ihm vorbeitrat, unter ihren dunklen Haaren, 
sah sie ihn wieder an. Nichts brauchte mehr zu geschehen. 

Anderen Tags um neun stand er gegenüber der Arethusa 
und wartete. Niemand stellte sich ein. Er kam auch am dritten 
Tag und so wieder am vierten, aber er wartete umsonst. 

Matthes zog die Decke stöhnend von seinem Gesicht und 
setzte sich auf. Warum, dachte er, warum hat mich Rungenha- 
gen herausgesucht? 

Wie immer, wenn er erwachte, hatte er die Uhr ans Ge- 
sicht gehoben; er sah, dass der Zeiger nicht weitergerückt war; 
er horchte, ob die Uhr stehe, aber sie tickte und stand nicht. 
Er war nass von Schweiss, die Stube lag still wie vorher, 
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plötzlich wünschte er sich, es möchte jemand eintreten, viel 
leicht der Unteroffizier Frettchen, der seine Zigaretten verge 
sen hatte. Aber niemand erschien, auch auf den Gängen kei 
Laut. Die Stube lag hoch, sie lag im dritten Stock, und en 
blickte durch das Fenster am Fussende dorthin, wo eben noc 
der Horizont, ein fahlgelber Horizont, über die Kante trat, 


Das war der Sommer in der gelben Stadt Lawka: ihre: 
Uhren gingen unrecht, ihr Glockenspiel sang nicht, in ihren 
Kirchen, die versperrt lagen, fiel der goldene Stuck von dem 
Borden, eine tote Fledermaus war auf die Stufen zum Altan 
gefallen. Das Land war unendlich, und Gott war mit den 
Starken, als er sie hoch zu Pferd, auf Gleisketten, mit Herbst 
blumen reich besteckt, in die gelbe Stadt Lawka einziehen liess, 
Er liess sie einziehen, und weil es ihnen gelang, so sahen sie: 
sich für die Vollstrecker des Höchsten an. A 

Auch die Steinhaufen schienen ein Zeugnis fir sie zu 
sein. Was hatte es für eine Bewandtnis mit den Steinhaufen? 
Marschierten die Einheiten über Land, so zeigte der Wachi- 
meister Rungenhagen gern auf längliche, regelmässige, dicht 
von Gras und Moos übersponnene Hügel, die in gleichen 
Abständen sich der Strasse entlang erhoben. Jetzt bissen an 
manchen Stellen Hacke und Schippe diese verkrauteten Hügel 
an, und von den Leuten, die es besorgen mussten, wusste sie 
Strassen. — Seht sie an, sagte Rungenhagen, es sind die Schot- 
terhaufen der preussischen Zeit, und niemand hat sich seitdem 
um diese Strassen gekümmert. Sogar die Steinhaufen haben 
auf uns gewartet in diesem Land. 


So schien es ihnen, und nicht bloss die Steinhaufen hatten 
gewartet, schien ihnen, das Land war unendlich, es erblaute 
von Leinblüte, es dehnte sich ohne Ende mit seinen flüstern- 
den Roggenschlägen; in der Hitze trieben die heissen Wirbel 
Staubhosen über das wallende Land. Ein fruchtbares Land, 
das sie befreit hatten, ein verheissungsvolles Land, ein banges 
unruhiges Land, in dem die Truppe jetzt lag, nachdem der 
schnelle Feldzug lang vorbei war. Das Henken ging sie nichts 
an, und der Schotter, den sie enthielten, blinkte frisch auf den 
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jwenig. Das erste Mal, das einzige Mal bisher, hatte das Regi- 
ment ein Kommando zu stellen. 


| Warum, dachte er wieder, warum hat mich Rungenhagen 
herausgesucht für den Schrecken? Er wusste es und grübelte 
trotzdem. Der Wachtmeister war sein Freund, sie waren zu- 
sammen auf Kriegsschule gewesen, ehe Rungenhagen vor ihm 
befördert worden war. Rungenhagen hielt es mit der Zucht, 
ein kluger und kalter Kopf, nicht falsch, aber rücksichtslos, 
und zu bewundern. Nur wer in der Zucht bleibt, sagte Rungen- 
hagen, setzt sich ins Recht. Wer es mit der Zucht hält, der 
hält auch auf Züchtigungen. Plötzlich hasste er Rungenhagen 
und hatte ihm doch einmal Recht gegeben darin, dass Rungen- 
hagen das Leben mit losen Zügeln zuwider war. Das Gesocks, 
sagte Rungenhagen, lebt gern mit losen Zügeln. Man muss es 
kurz halten. Mit dem freien Ausgang fängt alles Übel an. Und 
das stimmt, sagte Matthes zu sich, das stimmt, ich hätte es mit 


Aniela nicht treiben können, wären nicht damals eben die 
Rekruten abgegangen. 


Wenn die Rekruten abgingen, so fuhr die Hälfte des 
Stammpersonals auf Urlaub, bis der nächste Schub einrückte, 
und in der Pause, die dann folgte, war die andere Hälfte daran. 
Wer blieb, machte sehr leichten Dienst, er machte, nahm man 
es genau, gar keinen. Die Ausbilder, die achtzehn Wochen 
lang Fuchs und Hase sein mussten, lebten jetzt einen ruhigen 
Tag. Jeder kennt es, da geht es an mit dem Schnaps und dem 
Gänsefressen, dem Besorgen und Rockaufschlitzen. Schlampe- 
rei, sagte Rungenhagen, bürgerlicher Mief, damit fängt alles 
an. Rungenhagen las an solchen Tagen oder fuhr nach Blyska- 
nie hinaus zum Reiten. Sicher fiel es ihm sogleich auf, dass 
der Unteroffizier Matthes ihm auswich. 

Zeit gab es also genug, es wäre sogar Zeit genug gewesen, 
noch ein paar Abende mehr bei der Arethusa zu warten. Aber 
das wurde nicht nötig, denn jetzt stellte Aniela sich ein. 

Aniela. Warum kam sie jetzt erst, warum hatte sie ihn 
so warten lassen, wenn sie doch bereit war? Sogleich presste 
es ihm wieder die Luft ab, wie sie kam und vor ihm stehen 
blieb. Er kämpfte töricht, er musste sich Mühe geben um eine 
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der Anreden, wie sie der Brauch waren, wenn man ein Midi 
chen bestellte. Er hatte nichts in seinem Vorrat. Auf Aniela 
passte gar nichts. | 
Sie kommen doch noch, sagte er. Es ist schön, dass Sie 
kommen wollen. Ich habe so gewartet. Endlich kommen Sie 
doch. | 
Eher ging es nicht, sagte sie, ihn ruhig anblickend. 
Jetzt bin ich froh, dass ich ausgehalten habe. 
Ausgehalten, wie denn? Sie schrieben doch selbst: und 
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so alle Tage. ti 
Ja. Aber Tage werden verschieden lang, ob man warteti 
oder ob man nicht wartet. | 
Wie kann man sagen: lang, wenn man weiss, dass das 


Warten nicht umsonst ist. i À 
Das konnte ich nicht wissen. ex 
Das konnten Sie sicher wissen. 

— Sie sah ihn an, sie flatterte nicht, sie war nie verworren, 
nie befangen gewesen. Ruhig sah sie ihm ins Gesicht undi 
wartete, ihre Lippen standen ein wenig offen, und ihr Atem 
strich aus und ein, versuchend, gesund. Nichts brauchte mehr: 
zu geschehen. 


Er sagte aber trotzdem und stotterte ungeschickt: Wollen: 
wir vielleicht irgendwo hineingehen? Wir könnten in den 
« Steigenden Schwan » gehen, wo Musik ist. 


Nein, sagte sie und sah ihn braunäugig an. Es dämmerte 
schon, der lange Abend kam zögernd; sie stand, sah ihn an, 
nichts brauchte mehr zu geschehen. Sie lachte ein wenig. Nein 
nein, sagte sie, wir wollen nicht in den « Steigenden Schwan » 
gehen. Wollen wir nicht lieber für uns bleiben? 


Matthes legte sich zurück, drehte sich auf die Seite und 
krümmte sich. Er lag auf ihren Knieen, den Kopf zwischen 
ihren Händen, sie musste sich über ihn herneigen, von unten 
blickte er in ihr Gesicht. Anders: er hielt sie, und sie lag ihm 
auf seinen Knien. Er legte sein Gesicht auf sie, und sie hielt 
ihn fest und zog ihn herunter, sie hielt ihn ganz fest, sie liese 
seinen Kopf nicht aus ihren Händen. Sie hielt ihn, er konnte 
nicht zu Atem kommen; es tobte in ihm, ein Schreck, ein 
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Entsetzen, eine wilde Lust tobten in ihm. Wer war dieses 


Wesen, wer richtete das so ein, warum liess sie sich ihm so 
ohne Zögern? Sie hiess Aniela. Wer nannte sie so, woher kam 


sie? Sein Gesicht lag im Gras, ihr Gesicht ihm gegenüber. Sie 
ruhten aus. Es war Abend geworden, die Sonnenblumen ganz 


schwarz, schwarze Sterne, die vor dem gefiederten Himmel 


züngelten. 


Schritte im unteren Garten; das kam vom Wasser herauf, 
ein Eimer seufzte. Der Fischer ging zur Hütte, man hörte ihn 
drinnen kramen, dann gab die Tür wieder Laut, nun wurde 
es still, der Fischer musste sich unten ins Gras gehockt haben. 
Bald zog der Geruch einer Zigarette, ein unangenehmer, brän- 
delnder Geruch übrigens, durch die Sträucher. Der Fischer 
gab ihm keine Anrede, er grüsste wortlos, wenn er, Matthes, 
kam und grüsste, nichts weiter; er liess nicht spüren, was er 


sich dachte, auch nicht, ob der Besuch ihm widerwärtig oder 


gleichgültig war. Immer schien der Fischer sich im Garten 
aufzuhalten. Trat Matthes mit Aniela ein, so sah man ihn 


irgendwo sich zu schaffen machen, oder seine Gerätschaften 


lagen da, und die untere Pforte stand angelehnt, er war dann 


hinunter an das Ufer gegangen. Niemals verliess er den Garten 


vor ihnen, aber er ging auch nicht mit ihnen zusammen, wenn 
sie aufbrachen. Immer blieb er wie jetzt sitzen, ohne Laut, 
ohne Zeit, und wartete. Erst hinter sich hörten sie ihn dann 
schliessen und nachkommen. 

Was denkt er sich, Aniela? Ist es dein Verwandter? Hat 
er nichts dagegen? 

Er gehört zum Haus. Übrigens ist der Garten sein. Er hat 
nichts dagegen. 

Als ich euch zum erstenmal gehen sah, Aniela, dort unten, 
kam es mir vor, als wäre es dein Wächter. Ich beschloss, ihn 


zu hassen. 


ri 


Das lass nur sein. 
Wenn du willst, hasse ich ihn nicht. Kennt er dich von 
klein auf? 


Ja. Früher lebten wir auf dem Land. 
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Dali 
Das habe ich mir gedacht. Hattet ihr Besitz draussen?’ 
Ja. 
Habt ihr zu leiden gehabt? Haben sie euch mitgespielt 
Ja, ziemlich. Aber lass das. Reden wir nicht davon. | 
Mehr bekam er nicht heraus, offenbar blieb, dass sie nicht | 
gern von ihren Verhältnissen reden mochte, und er fand auch 
nichts dabei. Ein Zauberwesen, das ihm zugefallen war, eine; 
Kentaurin, gehórte nicht in Verháltnisse. | 

Ja ja, sagte er grossprecherisch, das kommt ja nun alles; 
wieder in seine Ordnung. ii 

Die Ordnung hatte es ihm angetan, und die Steinhaufex 
des Wachtmeisters Rungenhagen standen ihm vor Augen, die‘ 
sich mit Moos übersponnen hatten, solange diese Ordnung, 
ausgesetzt gewesen war. Er wartete, denn kaum hatte er geen: 
det, so schien sein eigner Ton ihm nicht so ganz echt und 
prächtig, wie er hatte sein sollen. Wenigstens antwortete Amies 
nicht, vielleicht lag ihr die Ordnung, von der er redete, nicht! 
so am Herzen, das von anderen Dingen erfüllt war, oder sie 
traute ihr selbstverständlich. | 

Es war nicht gut, so viel Ausgang zu haben. Ausgang und | 
Abweg, das kam nahezu auf eines heraus, ausser man war etwa | 
der Wachtmeister Rungenhagen. Einmal, als er Anielas Garten | 
aufsuchte, brachte er eine Schachtel Gebáck mit. Er hatte sich | 
dabei nichts ausgedacht, vielleicht war ihm nur eben einge- 
fallen, dass auch die anderen Unteroffiziere mit Kuchen zu 
ihren Mädchen liefen, als er gerade an einem Zuckerbäcker 
vorüberging. Im Krieg hält man ja auf Kuchen. 

Sie sassen unter dem Vordach der Hiitte, denn der Himmel 
war bezogen, und ein paar Tropfen schlugen durchs Laubwerk. 
Aniela machte sein Paket auf und schob es ihm hin. Es war. 
das harzig süsse, buntgefarbte Zuckerwerk der Stadt Lawka, 
auf das sich heisshungrig stürzte, wer aus den Ländern mit 
schmalen Rationen kam. Leute, denen das Geld nichts aus- 
machte, fuhren mit den Nachtzügen aus der Hauptstadt her, 
um einen Tag in der Stadt Lawka zu schlemmen. 

Ich mag nichts, sagte Matthes, lieber möchte ich rauchen. 
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‘Aber nimm du, Aniela, vielleicht ist etwas dabei, das du magst. 
Oder machst du dir auch nichts aus süssen Sachen? 
Wenn du mir etwas bringst, muss ich ihm die Ehre antun. 
Sie griff zu, aber offenbar mehr aus Höflichkeit, und er 
sass, hatte die Zigarette fortgeworfen und blies ihr sachte das 
Haar auf. Im unteren Garten lärmten die Frösche, es roch 
‚erfrischt, obwohl nur wenig Tropfen gefallen waren. 


i Wollen wir noch ans Wasser gehen? sagte Aniela. Wir 


‚können eine Strecke den Fluss hinauf und dort schwimmen. 
| Sie hatte nach ein paar Bissen aufgehôrt und tupfte mit 
den Spitzen von drei Fingern die Lippen. Süsses Zeug, klebrig, 
‘und wie Mann und Frau unter dem Vordach, traulich unter 
dem Dach der Hütte beisammen. Schlampereien, hätte der 
Wachtmeister Rungenhagen gesagt. Auch das Baden den Fluss 
hinauf ging gegen das Ansehen. Am Fluss lungerte Sonntags, 
‘was ohne Vorrechte war. Den Siegern und wer zu der neuen 
Ordnung gehörte, dem stand der Besuch von Anlagen zu, in 
‘denen es sanitär glänzte. Aber Aniela kam ja vom Land, und 
warum nicht an den Fluss mit Aniela jetzt, wo es bald däm- 
merte? 

Sie waren schon durch das untere Gatter, da sagte auf 
dem Weg Aniela plötzlich und leichthin: Ach warte doch 
oder geh voraus. Ich habe droben etwas vergessen. 

Vergessen? Dann sag’s. Ich hole es dir. 

Nein, nein, du verstehst es nicht. Geh nur nach unten. 

Sie sprang leicht hinauf und verschwand im Grünen, er 
wartete, dann ging er gedankenlos, da sie nicht sogleich kam, 
an dem Zaun entlang aufwärts, bis er fast wieder auf der 
Höhe der Hütte stand. Plötzlich sah er durch den Zaun ihr 
Kleid sich bewegen, und unfreiwillig wurde er zum Lauscher 
eines befremdlichen Vorgangs: Aniela ass. Sie war zurück- 
gehuscht zu der Stelle, wo sie gesessen hatten und der Kuchen 
geblieben war. Jetzt sah er sie dort stehen, sie stand und warf 
einen Bissen sehr schnell, sehr gierig in den Mund. 

Die Entdeckung bestürzte ihn so, dass er sich sofort duckte 
und eilig, als wäre er selbst ertappt, auf den vorigen Platz 
tauchte. Er ging sogar ein paar Schritte weiter hinab, streckte 
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sich und tat harmlos, indem wirre Gedanken ihm durch den! 
Kopf schossen. Er horchte auf Anielas Schritte, und zugleich 
starrte er nachdenklich in diesen Garten, der ihm bisher nur! 
als Gehege für Liebesstunden errichtet schien. Der Garten war! 

“ wild und roch gut, ein Garten ist herrlich als Zeitvertreib, | 
und die Bewegung, die er verursacht, ist bekömmlich, wenn | 
zuhause Ruhe und ein versorgter Tisch warten. Sonst kann ein | 
Garten auch mancherlei anderes bedeuten. Und plötzlich 
schien es ihm, als wären die Beete in diesem Garten noch neu 
und die Samen in ihnen mit ängstlichen Erwartungen ver- 
scharrt. Was konnte jemand aber aus diesem Garten nachhause | 
tragen? Die Bohnen zum Beispiel waren noch unnútz, zwar | 


blühten sie schon, im ganzen aber fingen sie doch erst rech 
an, die Stangen hinauf zu klettern. Und wie war es, wenn das 
Fischen des Alten auch etwas mehr zu bedeuten hatte als einen 
Zeitvertreib? Ein Gedanke liess sich nicht abweisen, so un-- 


| 


verständlich er war, und der Scham und Grausen verursachte: 
der Gedanke, dass Aniela Hunger leide. 


Als sie sich an diesem Abend trennten, am oberen Aus- 


\ 


gang, sagte er beiläufig: Was denkst du, wollen wir uns einmal 
in der Stadt treffen und drinnen bleiben? 

In der Stadt? sagte sie enttäuscht und legte die Arme um 
ihn. Was willst du denn mit mir in der Stadt anfangen? 

Wir könnten etwa in Hillers Stuben zu Abend essen und 
nachher in den «Schwan » gehen. Das wäre einmal etwas 
‚anderes. : 

So so. Um etwas anderes ist es dir zu tun. 

Dreh mir nicht das Wort um, Aniela. 

Etwas anderes. Das ist aber schnell gegangen. 

Aniela! 

Nun schön. Was soll es denn in der Stadt? Was hast du 
im Sinn damit? 

Nimm an, ich möchte einmal mit einer so schönen Freun- 
din Eindruck machen. Ich möchte dich den Leuten zeigen. 
Zeig mich nicht. Lass es lieber unter uns bleiben. 

Davon ging sie nicht ab, sie wollte sich nicht einladen 
lassen, aber trotzdem, und vielleicht um ihn zu versöhnen, 
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| begleitete sie ihn ein grosses Stück. Er blieb ein wenig ver- 
| stimmt von der Absage, und auch sie blieb nicht unbefangen, 
' so sicher sie sonst war, sie seufzte einmal, spielte mit den 
! Fingern auf seinem Arm und und sagte: Denk nicht weiter 
i daran, du kannst mich nicht recht begreifen. 

Darüber befanden sie sich schon in der Stadt, und es 
i war wohl überhaupt ein unglücklicher Abend; Aniela hatte 
| recht gehabt, es wäre besser gewesen, sie nicht zu zeigen, besser, 
| es unter ihnen beiden bleiben zu lassen. Denn plötzlich holte 
. der Unteroffizier Frettchen sie ein, der mit Matthes auf einer 
‘ Stube wohnte. Frettchen kam auch von der Frau, wie er sich 

auszudrücken liebte. 

Aha, sagte er, jetzt weiss ich wenigstens, warum man dich 
altes Haus nicht mehr zu sehen kriegt. Auch Brutzeit? Da 
darf ich endlich gratulieren. 

Fretichen, sagte er zu Aniela und musterte sie habgierig. 
Aniela nickte und hätte gerne weitergedrängt. Aber Frettchen 
liess sich nicht abhängen, und Matthes konnte es mit dem 
aufdringlichen Menschen nicht verderben, da sein Stand unter 
den übrigen Unteroffizieren ohnedies nicht der beste war. 
Er galt für hochnäsig, und das reizte Frettchen. 

Ich steige beim Palais Szala ein, sagte Aniela. Es ist Zeit 
für mich. 

Ausgezeichnet, da werden wir Sie hinbringen, gnädiges 
Fräulein. Ich störe doch nicht bis dahin? Nachher haben wir 
ja denselben Weg. 

Frettchen hatte den Stadtplan im Kopf und kannte die 
Fahrzeiten sämtlicher Trambahnen. Ohne Frettchen hätten 
sie einen anderen Weg eingeschlagen, aber Frettchen sagte: 
Wenn wir links halten und durch die Sorana gehen, so erwi- 
schen Sie eben den Wagen, der siebenunddreissig fährt. 

Er, Matthes, war noch nie durch die Sorana gegangen. 
Der Soldat, und wer in der neuen Verwaltung beschäftigt war, 
hatte keinen Anlass, sich in solchen Vierteln aufzuhalten; er 
entfernte sich kaum von den hochgelegenen Strassen, wo die 
Ämter und Büchereien untergebracht waren und das neue 
Ansehen geschaffen wurde. Hier in dem niedrigen Quartier 


411 


GERD GAISER 


war es eng und düster, schmalbrüstige und schmutzige Häuser 
drängten sich, und in jedem Untergeschoss schienen trübe | 
Schenken eingerichtet. Ein Schein drang heraus, so oft eine 
Tür ging, und immer klappten Türen, es war ein immer- | 
währendes Suchen und Schlüpfen. Eine Heimlichkeit, ein bet- | 
telhafter, zitternder Jubel schien im Spiel. Man sah die qual- | 
migen Löcher gedrängt voll von Menschen, und andere quollen 
heraus und strichen taumelnd die Wände entlang. Man hörte 
singen. In einem Keller sangen sie. Aus einer Luke hoch oben 
rief eine Stimme klagend, langgezogen: Tadziu — Tadziu —. | 
Immer wieder wichen Schatten, die ihnen Entgegen Fr am 


eilig vom Weg. | 

Was ist da eigentlich, fragte Matthes angewidert, was | 
geht vor? i A 

Kennst du das nicht? fragte Frettchen. Frettchen war _ 
kein Träumer, er kannte die Dinge ganz leicht und ohne sie 
zu studieren. — Es ist der Freitag abend, sagte Frettchen, und | 
da setzen sie ihren Lohn um. | 

Wer? z i | 

Die Bevölkerung, und was da arbeiten darf. Sobald sie | 
den Zaster haben, gehen sie los und setzen ihn in Schnaps 
um. Das geht so ins leere Gedärm, viel im Bauch haben sie 
ja nicht mehr. Den Schnaps dürfen sie behalten. Da kommt 
auch als Steuer wieder was ein. 

Am Boden sass ein Mensch, zusammengerutscht, mit dem 
Rücken zur Wand. Er sah sie nicht kommen, sie mussten über 
seine Beine wegsteigen, er hatte den Hinterkopf gegen die 
Mauer gelegt und blickte gegen den Himmel, der mondhell, 
gefiedert, zwischen den russigen Traufen erschien. Es war ein 
erschöpfter, hündisch entzückter Blick. Tadziu. Tadziu —, rief 
die Stimme klagend. Aus der Gosse stank es. 

Wenn’s uns mal so geht, mein Lieber, sagte Frettchen, 
uns lassen sie nicht mal den Schnaps. Da kannst du Gift drauf 
nehmen. 


Uns kann es nicht so gehen. 


Na na, sagte Frettchen. Mal vorsichtig. Die Welt ist 
glitschig. 
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Na schön. Aber es gibt Bevölkerungen; und es gibt Völker. 
Was soll der Unterschied sein? 
Bevölkerungen leben weiter. Ein stolzes Volk überlebt 
nicht. Das ist zweierlei Wolle. 
Das seh ich mir an. Wenn du die Wahl hast, ob du leben 
sollst oder nicht, da wird’s faul mit dem Stolz. Du guckst dir 
nach einem Ausweis, und deine Frau geht hin und wäscht 
den Siegern die Unterhosen. 
Meinst du das auch, Aniela? 
Ich kann nichts meinen, sagte Aniela und schwieg dann. 
Tadziu —, rief die Stimme klagend hinter ihnen. Tadziu. 
Machen wir, dass wir da wegkommen. Das ist kein Ort 
für die Uniform. 
| Als sie sich verabschiedeten, sagte Aniela: Ich habe es 
mir überlegt. Es wäre doch hübsch, was du heute abend an- 
geregt hast. Wir wollen ausgehen. Kann es morgen sein? 
| Morgen nicht. Morgen bin ich Unteroffizier vom Dienst. 
Donnerwetter, sagte Frettchen, Stellvertretung übernehme 
ich gern, schöne Frau. 
Aber am Sonntag, Aniela. Danke. 
Am Sonntag. Gern. 
Ihr Laut war sanft. Ihr Gesicht blühte mit zartem Schein. 


Sie zogen die Karabiner ein, das Herz hämmerte ein paar 
Schläge lang gegen die Rippen, solang die Läufe schwankten 
und suchten. Die Läufe stachen die Richtung an, die befohlen 
war, und da sich nichts unterschied, alles vage blieb ausser 
den dünnen Schatten, die jetzt aufkamen, Kies, Staub und 

Aushub, so konnten sie es nicht anders; einer nach dem andern 
| wuchsen sie fest an dem roten Flicken, der mit ein paar gro- 
ben Stichen aufgenäht war. Abzeichen werden aufgenäht. Der 
Tod war ein Abzeichen. Auf die Abzeichen kam es an, und 
wer das rechte Abzeichen hatte, dem brauchte nicht bang zu 
sein, für den drehten sich noch die Hammel am Spiess, dem 
 reifte das Korn, den freute der Flachs, dem lag der Zucker 
zu bräunlichen Bergen geschaufelt, dem sang der Sand unter 
Pferdehufen um die gelbe Stadt Lawka. Die Ordnung schützte 
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ihn, und die Ordnung musste streng sein. Tag und Nacht | 
wachte der Dienst und steuerte der Vermischung, denn man | 
hatte die Völker geschieden. Es gab einen General, der sich | 
den Spass machte, in Person auf Streife zu fahren. Der schnelle, | 
geräuschlose Wagen bremste hart am Strassenbord, wo ein 


einzelner ging oder ein Pirchen unterwegs war, er zackte selbst 
IH 
in den Vorwäldchen zwischen den Föhren. Die Abzeichen | 


wurden gemustert, die Ausweise geprüft. i 
Von den Ausweisen hing alles ab. Im Land, in der Stadt | 

Il 

sassen zwei Völker, ein paar Völkerschaften dazu und ein | 


Gemisch von Zuwanderern, und zwischen ihnen allen war das 


Recht oft verworren und verletzt worden. Jetzt entschied die | 
Gewalt. Scheine wurden ausgeteilt, und nur Scheine gaben 
die Berechtigung, zu essen und zu arbeiten, selbst Liebe gestat- 
teten sie nur zwischen den Berechtigten. Auch Häuser, Ge- 
schäfte und Schenken hatten ihren Schein, der hinter den 
Scheiben angeklebt war und den Zugang regelte. Es gab grosse, | 
ganze und halbe Scheine, je nachdem einer zu den Herren, | 
den Anerkannten oder zu denen gehörte, die Sympathien oder — 
Anteile nachweisen konnten oder die ein unentbehrliches | 
Handwerk gelernt hatten. Viele konnten nichts für sich be- 

weisen oder hatten nichts zu beweisen oder wollten es nicht. 
Wer ohne Schein blieb, war Bevölkerung. Leute ohne Schein | 
waren dem Soldaten verboten. Er sah sie nicht. In ihren Vier- 
teln hatte er nichts verloren. 


Die Rückseite ging ihn nichts an, und das Henken, sofern 
es noch nötig war, besorgten andere. Er befand sich im Dienst 
und war sauber geblieben, im Dienst hatte er gesiegt. Er hatte 
sich nicht zu schämen brauchen, als er geschmückt und beju- 
belt von denen, die seiner Sprache waren, in der Stadt Lawka 
eingerückt war. Er gehörte der hellen Seite, und nach Dienst 
stand ihm zu, mit den Töchtern der Befreiten, die seine Spra- 
che sprachen, zusammen zu sein. Denn die Abende waren 
köstlich. Auch dieser Abend war warm geblieben, ein warmer 
östlicher Abend, ehe der erste Stern austrat. Ruhte die Hast, 
lagen die Fabriken still, kreischten die Trambahnen seltener, 


schien das Land, das ungeheure Land um die Stadt an Macht 
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zu gewinnen, es schickte ein Schweigen herein, einen fernen 
Geruch von Rosställen, von Staub, von süsslichem Rübensud.. 
von halbreifem Roggen. Dennoch war es lustig in der Stadt 
Lawka für den, der ein gutes Gewissen hatte und dessen 
Ausweis in Ordnung war. So fern lag der Krieg, so sicher 
war die Stadt Lawka behütet, dass die Lichter hell anfangen 
konnten zu funkeln. Die Stimmen schwirrten auf den Stras- 
sen, wo die Menschen der neuen Ordnung ihre Erholung 
suchten. Aus dem Garten der Arethusa, aus dem « Steigenden. 
Schwan », aus dem Palais Szala ertönte Musik. Noch erschien. 
der erste Stern nicht, aber die Papirossy glimmten im 
Schatten. 

Aniela kam. Sie kam eben in diesem Augenblick des 
Nachleuchtens nach Sonnenuntergang, als nichts mehr ange- 
strahlt war, aber da und dort noch ein Ding leuchtete wie 
der Puder auf Schmetterlingsflügeln. Auf dem Ring kam. 
sie daher, wo er stand und wartete, und obwohl er sie jetzt 
doch gut kannte, rührte sich noch einmal fein der Schrecken 
in ihm, den er von Anfang kannte. Noch einmal war sie 
anfänglich. Sie war wieder fremd. Draussen hatte er sich an 
sie gewöhnt, in dem sorglosen Kleid, das sie im Garten trug, 
mit verwilderten Haaren, in denen ein Blatt sich verfing. 
Jetzt kam sie gekämmt und glänzend, in einem engen Rock, 
mit weissen Ärmeln wie Wölkchen über ihrer braunen Haut. 
Sie war ganz frisch, sie roch nach nichts als sich selber in 
ihrer Frische, sie trug keinen Schmuck, keinen Mantel auf 
dem Arm, nicht einmal eine Tasche. Sie kam so, wie ein 
Mädchen das Haus verlässt zu einer Besorgung, vielleicht 
bloss um eine Ecke, zu einer Besorgung, die sie nicht lange 
aufhalten wird. Jetzt blieb sie stehen, nickte langsam und 
legte die Hände ineinander. h 

indessen wurde ihre Begrüssung gestört, denn der 
Wachtmeister Rungenhagen ging vorbei, und bei dem Unter- 
schiede der Dienstgrade musste Matthes auf seine Ehrenbe- 
zeigung achthaben, auch wenn er mit Rungenhagen gut stand. 
Rungenhagen verzog keine Miene, er glich ja nicht Frettchen, 
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höflich erwidernd ging er vorbei und war schnell ver- 
schwunden. Trotzdem verdross Matthes die Begegnung. 
Ach Gott, sagte er töricht und war noch mit halben 
Gedanken bei Rungenhagen, bist du heute schön, Aniela.| 
Erst heute? 


Sei still. Hör zu, wollen wir zuerst in den « Steigenden 
Schwan » gehen? Musik ist überall. Im « Steigenden Schwan » . 
sitzen die Offiziere. | 


| 

{ 

| 

| 

| 

| 

Ja? Schön. Dann wollen wir in den « Steigenden Schwan » i 
gehen, wo die Offiziere sitzen. 


Der « Steigende Schwan » war abends überfüllt von Besu- 
chern. Viel Uniformtuch; dann die zahllosen Leute, die sich 
Dienstreisen verschreiben liessen, oder auf eigene Re 
| in die Stadt Lawka zu kommen wussten, um einen Tag gut 
zu leben, alle die zeitweilig Beorderten oder die Versetzten, 
Heimatlose, die ungeduldig eine Heimat neu aufzurichten | 
wünschten, die Planer und endlich die Nutzniesser der neuen 
Ordnung, die Zulagen einsteckten und ihre Sekretärinnen | 
ausführten, so lange sie zögerten, ihre Familien nachzuholen. 
In der Mitte, auf einem weissen Flügel, der aus irgendeinem | 
Palais geholt war, klimperte ein Mensch, und Licht stieg von 
unten durch wassergefüllte Vasen. An der Decke breitete ein 
aufsteigender Schwan aus Stuck, nach dem der Ort benannt 
worden war, seine Schwingen. Hier fehlte nichts, eine dicke, | 
süsse, verräucherte Luft füllte den Raum. Sie fanden mit 
Not zwei Plätze, die eben frei wurden, und da noch andere | 


Personen sich am Tisch drängten, wurde aus ihrer Unterhal- 
tung nicht viel. 


Es blieb bei zerstreuten Worten, die Umgebung lenkte 
ab, die Luft lullte ein, das Stimmengewirr schläferte und regte 
zugleich auf, es war alles anders als bisher mit Aniela. Zu-. 
nächst war ihm genug, sie zu betrachten, jetzt hatte er ja 
seinen Wunsch, sie sass mit ihm da, sie sass ruhig wie sie 
fast immer sich zeigte, und doch schien sie gespannt, versam- 
melt auf etwas Fremdes, nicht auf ihn, auf eine Aufgabe, die 
sie lösen müsse. Etwas Fremdes, sie war jetzt selbst fremd, 
sicher hatte sie recht gehabt, als sie meinte, er solle sie nicht 
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zeigen. Was wollte sie damit? Sie blickte herum, er blickte 
ihr nach und sah schwimmend die vielen Gesichter im Rauch, 
in dem parfümierten Rauch, er sah auch, wie viele Gesichter 
sich auf Aniela richteten in dem grossen Café, wo die Offi- 
ziere verkehrten, und er bestellte wieder, bestellte fort, 
‚obwohl Aniela nicht mittrank. Er trank schnell ein paar 
Gläser hintereinander. 


Aber der Schnaps machte nicht hell. Plötzlich schien 
ihm nicht mehr gut, dass er mit Aniela hier sitze. Es war 
besser, in Hillers Stuben aufzubrechen und ein Abendessen 
zu bestellen. Das wäre von Anfang an besser gewesen, er hatte 
es so auch vorgehabt, aber Rungenhagen, wie er vorüberging, 
hatte ihn abgelenkt. Noch besser wäre es freilich in Anielas 
Garten gewesen. Er vergass, warum er sie herausgeholt hatte. 
Zum Abendessen in Hillers Bierstuben. Aber draussen am 
Wasser war die Luft weich, die merkwürdige Luft, die ein 
Fluss mit sich führt, der Fluss roch herauf, und ein paar 
Tropfen schlugen im Gezweig. Mit seinen Angeln kam der 
“Alte, den ihm Aniela zu hassen verboten hatte, und der nie 

las Wort an ihn richtete, vom Wasser heraufgestiegen; der 
Zimer seufzte, ein paar Fische lagen am Grund des Eimers. 
Ihre rosa Kiemen regten sich — 

. Der Hauptmann stand vor ihm. Es war der Hauptmann, 
der die Streife fiihrte, die schon eine Zeitlang im Raum war 
und sich langsam zwischen den Tischen bewegte. Sie erregte 
kein Aufsehen, denn niemand, der hier Zutritt hatte, brauchte 
von einer Streife etwas zu fiirchten. Aber doch trat der 
Hauptmann zu jedem Tisch und legte flüchtig die Hand an 
den Helm, indem er gleichgültig, mit einer Spur Widerwillen, 
durch die Gesichter hindurchblickte. Er blieb stehen, solang 
seine zwei Untergebenen die Papiere durchsahen. Matthes sass 
gerade, es war Befehl, in geschlossenen Räumen bei Kontrol- 
len nicht aufzustehen; er liess sein Soldbuch mustern und 
erhielt es zuriick. Die beiden Unteroffiziere warteten, dann 
sagte einer ungeduldig, indem er auf die Platte tippte: Die 
Dame noch, bitte. 

Aber Aniela rührte sich nicht, sie sah auch den Unter- 
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offizier nicht an, sondern blickte an ihm vorbei auf den Haupt-- 
mann, der nun seinerseits aufmerksam wurde. Er nahm den 
Blick her und richtete ihn mit einer flüchtigen Befremdung; 
auf die Sitzende. Ersichtlich war Aniela ohne Ausweis fortge-- 
gangen. Sie war nicht gewöhnt, ihn vorzeigen zu müssen. Sich 
hatte ja auch ihre Tasche nicht bei sich. |) 

Plötzlich sagte Aniela, ohne die Stimme zu senken, so) 
dass alle, die herumsassen und jetzt verstummten, es höre 1 
konnten: Ich bin ohne Ausweis. i 


Noch mehr von den Umsitzenden wurden aufmerksans,, 


denn ein Argernis solcher Art war im « Steigenden Schwan »)) 


nicht zu erwarten. Die Blicke wandten sich jetzt von Anielai 
ab zu dem Unteroffizier, der sich in den « Steigendea 
Schwan » getraute und mit einer Person sich erwischen liess,, 


die keinen Ausweis besass. Sie warteten. Dann wandten die 


Blicke sich wieder zu Aniela. 
Sie haben keinen, oder sie haben ihn nicht bei sich?! 


fragte der Hauptmann. 


Keinen, sagte Aniela. 


Stehen Sie auf, sagte der Hauptmann zu Matthes. Matthess 
stand sogleich da, sehr gehorsam hatte der Unteroffizier: 
Matthes sich erhoben. Sein Gesicht war ganz nahe bei demi 
des Hauptmanns, gedankenlos, mit aufgerissenen Augen, statrte: 
er in das unbekannte Gesicht eines Menschen mit Brand-. 
flecken auf der Wange, grauáugig, mager, der von draussen! 
kam und beim Ersatztruppenteil einen Dienst machte, der: 
ihn langweilte und der widerlieh war. Der Hauptmann sagte: 
Sie wissen, was Sie zu tun haben. Geben Sie noch einmal 
Ihr Soldbuch. Sie verlassen mit ihrer Begleiterin augenblick-: 
lich dieses Lokal. 


Schreiben Sie auf, sagte er unfreundlich zu dem einen 
Unteroffizier. 


Er fragte weiter, halblaut: Sie kennen die Standort- 
vorschrift. Sind Sie über die Bestimmungen belehrt worden? 


Jawohl, Herr Hauptmann. Freilich war es mir nicht 
bekannt. 
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Das fehlt noch, sagte der Hauptmann. Ausreden. Ver- % 
‚schwinden Sie, sagte er in einem müden, abschätzigen Ton. 
Dann waren sie draussen. Sie gingen die Strasse wieder 
‚hinauf, durch die Aniela in ihrem Schimmer gekommen war. 
‚Eine Weile sprachen sie nichts dann blieb er, Matthes, stehen 
und sagte: Was ist das denn, Aniela, was willst du, worauf 
‚legst du es an? 

Ich lege es auf nichts an. Du hast mich hingeführt. 
Immer noch wagte er nicht zu fragen. — Warum hast 
du Schwierigkeiten? Fehlt es dir denn irgendwo? forschte er. 
| Da sagte sie schroff und wund, und, wie ihm schien, voll 
Verlangen, er möchte sie behalten: Das musst du doch be- 
merkt haben. Hast du dir denn nie Gedanken gemacht, woher 
ich komme und wohin ich gehöre? Ist dir das wirklich nie 
in den Sinn gekommen? 
| Tatsächlich, ich habe nie daran gedacht. 

Meinst du die Sprache? 

Ja. Der Sprache wegen. 

Ach Gott. Wer redet hier nicht zwei oder drei Sprachen. 

Sie gingen einsilbig weiter. Was hatte sie ihm angetan! 
Ein Zorn, eine kindische Scham hatte ihn ergriffen, es war ; 
töricht, lächerlich, schändend: jede nächste Streife, die sie 


| 


“anhielt, war befugt, sie auseinanderzujagen. Dann fiel ihm 
ein, wie sinnlos diese Erregung war, sie hatte nur nachgegeben, 
er selbst hatte an allem Schuld. Aber warum hatte sie nicht 
offen zu ihm gesprochen, warum verursachte sie den ärger- 
‚lichen Auftritt? Niemals, bis auf den argen Schluss, den es 
nahm, hatte er Aniela so wenig verstanden. 

Aber sie hatte sich wieder ganz gefangen, sie war nicht 
-trauriger als sonst einmal, noch verlegen, noch brach eine 
Tücke aus ihr. 

Es war nicht einmal ein Hass in den Worten, als sie 
zuletzt sagte: Du bist gar nicht darauf gekommen, sagst du. 
Du bist nicht darauf gekommen, weil du gar nicht annehmen 
konntest, dass ein Mensch wie du sich täuschte. Zweierlei 
Wolle, sagst du. Ach, es ist dumm, so sicher zu sein. Als du 
das sagtest mit der zweierlei Wolle, fingst du es selber an. 
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Er verstand sie nie ganz, selbst bei dem letzten und argeni 
Schluss nicht; sie aber offenbar erriet seinen Gedanken, denn! 
sie wollte ihm weiter keine Verlegenheit schaffen, so wandte: 
sie sich schnell und stieg in die Strassenbahn, die soeben\ 


| 
anfuhr, so schnell, dass er nicht einmal mehr ihr Gesicht sehen 
konnte. Später erst, auf seinem zweispältigen Heimweg, so! 
lang er sich selbst verwünschte, fiel ihm ein, wer ihr wohl! 
N in der Bahn ausgeholfen hatte, sie führte ja nichts bei sich, , sli 
4 keine Tasche, sicher keinen Pfennig Geld. Er schämte sich. | 
E Alles war offen geblieben, als sie so das Gespräch zer-: 
schnitten hatte, aber es hätte nichts offenbleiben dürfen. Es: 
hatte gleich aus sein müssen mit Aniela. Er hatte sich wieder 


4 


an Rungenhagen halten müssen und den beklemmender, 


Vorfall vergessen. Er hätte den Denkzettel annehmen un 
froh sein miissen, dass alles so glimpflich geordnet worden) 
war und die Streifenmeldung nicht mehr als einen gescharften | 
Verweis nach sich gezogen hatte. Er war gut beurteilt, ohne | 
Vorstrafen, sonst hätte es mehr gesetzt. Nun brachte der | 
Verweis die Terminrechnung durcheinander und verschob die | 
nächste Beförderung. Das liess sich tragen. Aber das andere | 
à war weit weniger einfach: er musste Aniela aufgeben oder | 
sich selbst, vielmehr das musste er aufgeben, was er bis dahin | | 
gewesen war und zu sein glaubte. | 

Wer also war Aniela? Die Oberstentochter fiel ihm ein. 

Mutter und Tochter kamen in die Kaserne, um die Wäsche | 

der Unteroffiziere zu besorgen. Sie gingen in den Agr 

| 


I 


herum und sammelten ein, und nach ein paar Tagen kamen 

sie wieder und lieferten die Wäsche ab. Sie hatten ein de- 
4 mütiges, furchtsam anständiges Betragen und sahen nicht 
nach sogenannten oberen Ständen aus; der armselige Geruch 
angestrengter und kärglich ernährter Körper, der Dunst der 
Plätistube haftete ihnen an. Da wusste der Unteroffizier Frett- 
chen zu melden, dass sie Frau und Tochter eines Obersten der 
geschlagenen Armee seien. Die Zimmergenossen blickten un- 
gläubig, fast verlegen, denn ein Oberst war immerhin Oberst, 
selbst wenn er den Geschlagenen angehört hatte. Freilich, 
wenn ein Heer vernichtet und ein Staat ausgelöscht ist, hören 
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die Titel auf, Kraft zu geben, Pensionen werden nicht bezahlt, 
und dann gehen, wie Frettchen bemerkte, die Witwen und 
Töchter hin und waschen die Unterhosen der Sieger. 

Viel ist ja nicht an ihr, sagte Frettchen, aber immerhin, 
man braucht auch nichts vorbeizulassen. Glaubt ihr, dass man 
sie anfassen kann? — Aber Mutter und Tochter kamen immer 
‘zusammen auf die Stuben, sie trennten sich nie. Bloss einmal 
‘erschien das magere Ding allein, der Winter war nämlich ge- 
‘kommen und die Grippe ging um, so musste die Alte wohl 


y 


i das Bett hiten. Es war ein Sonntagvormittag, und Frettchen 
"nahm die Gelegenheit wahr, sie ein wenig abzufühlen. Was 
‘zu machen wäre da schon, meinte Frettchen nachher, ich habe 
das im Griff. Lass sie mal wiederkommen. — Sie musste ja 
wiederkommen, und Frettchen war gut aufgelegt und fasste 
gleich wieder zu, das Mädchen wand sich und konnte ihr 
 Wäschepaket nicht ablegen, man sah ihr die Pein an, dass 
‚sie noch lächeln sollte, denn Fretichen meinte es ja nicht böse, 
nur eben so, und legte Wert auf gestärkte Hemden. — Lass sie 
‚doch los, schrie Matthes mit einem hitzigen Zorn auf Frettchen 
plötzlich, und Frettchen liess sie tatsächlich los und drehte 
sich affektiert und verwundert um: Was willst du denn 
‘eigentlich? Da ist doch nichts dabei. 

Nein, viel dabei war da nicht, im Krieg muss man mit 
ganz anderen Dingen rechnen, aber doch begegnete er ihr 
nachher auf der grossen Treppe, sie kam, das diinne Ding mit 
dem schweren Korb, die zugige Treppe herabgestiegen, und 
er sah, dass sie in einem schrecklichen, hilflosen Weinen war. 
Sich anfassen lassen miissen, damit die Kundschaft nicht ver- 
grämt wird, davon gibt es auch nicht viel zu lachen, selbst wenn 
man dabei leben darf. Das alles wandert, dachte er plötzlich 
schreckhaft, es wandert und hält sich irgendwo auf und findet 
‘uns wieder und kommt zurück. Es wird uns finden, wenn es 
‚auch jetzt an einem entfernten nebligen Ort lebt, von dem 
‘wir nichts wissen, den uns kaum ein Zufall verrät, am Dienstag 
hinter Pfingsten. 

Der Dienstag hinter Pfingsten fiel ihm ein. Die Abteilung 
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rückte früh aus zur Geländeausbildung draussen in der Lu-: 
schiner Heide, und das war ein beliebter Dienst, lustiger als | 
das Schleifen auf den Höfen. Matthes nahm die Gelegenheit 
wahr und überliess seine Gruppe für eine Weile dem Ge-/ | 
freiten. Es war ein kühler Morgen, ganz neblig, und der Nebelll 
wurde noch dichter, so dicht, dass man keine fünfzehn Schritte | 
weit sah. Kaum hatte er sich abgesetzt, als auch schon alles | 
Treiben wie weggeschluckt war, nur ein entfernter Ruf, einmal | 
ein paar Schiisse mit Platzpatronen drangen durch den Dunst. | 
Er ging durch Sand und Binsen, durch dünnes Gestrüpp, ein | 
paar Vögel lockten einander. Dann drang ein neuer, undeut: | 
barer Laut zu ihm, er blieb einen Weile stehen und horchte, | 
endlich tappte er sonderbar vorsichtig darauf zu. Er war zu. 
einem Abschnitt dieses Geländes gekommen, in welchem das | 
Planungsamt grosse Erdbewegungen vornehmen liess, denn | 
auch eigene Landschaften sah die neue Ordnung vor, eine | 
herrische Ordnung, die auch die Erde selber nicht unbefehligt | | 
liess, sie stiftete Wälder, legte Seen an und steckte die Parke: | 
ab, um dem neuen Geschlecht Heimat zu geben. Erdhaufen | 


hoben sich durcheinander, von Wagen zerwühlt, und Schie-: 
nen lagen. Er stolperte. Plötzlich war das Geräusch sehr nahe. 
und fast über ihm, und dann sah er Umrisse. Eine hohe Auf- | 
schüttung stiess heran, oben zeichneten sich ein paar Loren | 
ab und bei den Loren eine Gruppe von Menschen, stehend, 
angelehnt oder auf den Rahmen hockend. Sie bewegten sich; | 
sie sangen, wild, aber sonderbar gedämpft; sie stampften, | 
heftig, aber sonderbar gehalten; sie klatschten, scharf im Takt, 
aber sonderbar wie vermummt. Vor ihnen, auf den Gleisen, | 
wirbelten Schatten in ausgelassenem Tanz. Es war ein Locken 
und Rufen. Der Nebel liess weder Gesichter noch Farben 
sehen, es war ein schattenhaftes Geschlecht, die Unterwor- | 
fenen, die hier tanzten. Für eine Stunde verbarg sie der Nebel, | 
und jetzt tanzten sie zwischen den Gleisen. Man gab ihnen 
wenig zu essen, nichts war so angelegt, dass sie sich erhalten | 
sollten, aber jetzt tanzten sie. Eine Herausforderung, ein Jubel, 
ein schreckliches Trotzen lagen in diesem Tanzen morgens 
um halb neun. 
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Damals sah er noch die Geschichte fiir das Gericht an. 
Wer die Geschichte fiir das Gericht ansieht, záhlt sich zu 
pères Condotta, solang er am Siegen ist. Es kränkt ihn, wenn 
die Besiegten nicht in der Asche gehen und sie der Fluch 
nicht stumm macht. Hier plötzlich, im Nebel, auf dem Grund, 
der von Gleisketten zerwühlt war, zwischen Loren und Schip- 
pen tanzten die Verurteilten. Er hielt sich still. Er brauchte 
sich nicht zu fürchten, entdeckt zu werden, er konnte unter 
sie treten, und vielleicht duckten sie sich dann und stoben 
auseinander. Trotzdem trat er hinter sich wie aus bösem Ge- 
wissen. Er hielt sich leise und stahl sich leise in den Nebel 
zurück. Lange beunruhigte ihn der Vorgang. Die Steinhaufen 
des Wachtmeisters Rungenhagen schienen ihm plötzlich keine 
so gänzlich vollgültigen Bürgschaften mehr. Er sprach mit 
niemand darüber, doch erinnerte er sich, dass er damals auf 
eine merkwürdige Weise wegging, so wie auf einer dünnen 
Kruste, die einbrechen konnte. i 

Die Spaziergänge machten es aus. Der Soldat sollte nicht | 
Zeit zu Spaziergängen haben oder immer mit seinesgleichen i 
gehen, wo er die rechte Ansprache bekommt. Sonst zeigt er 
weiche Stellen und gibt dem Wachtmeister Rungenhagen 
Anlass, ihn zu Hinrichtungen zu kommandieren. Ein weicher Ù 
Mensch, der Unteroffizier Matthes, so dachte sich Rungenha- 
gen, der sein Freund gewesen war. Der eiserne Freund Run- È 
genhagen. Er muss die Gewalt spüren, dachte der eiserne 
Freund Rungenhagen, und muss sehen, wohin er gehört. Er 3 
muss sehen, wie das Ende ist, sobald einer aus der Bahn weicht 
und nirgends hingehören will. Wenn er zu feig ist oder zu 
schwach, irgendwo hinzugehören. Wer aus der Bahn weicht, 
der kommt um. Die Räder holen ihn ein. Die Kugel macht 
ihm ein Ende. 

Lauter Verwirrungen, lauter schändende Zufälle. Es war 
ja ein Zufall, dass der Wachtmeister Rungenhagen Offizier 
vom Abteilungsdienst war, als das Kommando zur Exekution 
gestellt werden musste. Es war ein Zufall, dass er, Matthes, 
bei den Gendarmen vorüberging und dass die gleichen Gen- 
darmen nachher so schnell und so sicher schossen und er so 
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schnell sein Soldbuch zurückbekam. Das Soldbuch, noch warmil} 
von der Wärme des Menschen, der in den Kleidern des Un-;| 
teroffiziers Matthes am Boden lag, den die Kugel niederen | 
streckt hatte, so lang er, Matthes, Beh selbst in den Kleider 
dieses anderen, ein Verrückter und Ausgestossener, ein hall: 


hh 
nackter Mensch mit Algen im Haar, in den Fôhren und zwisch- 


saubere Unteroffizier gewesen war. 
Der Fischer duckte sich in den Johannisbeeren. Er sal 


fertig geworden war, die er ins Wasser gedrückt hatte. Erf 
dachte nicht einmal mehr an Aniela, er fragte sich nicht ein». 
mal, ob er ein Mörder sein konnte, vielleicht war er einer, | 
ganz gleich, ein zwei drei Mörder, lauter Mörder überall auf | 
der Welt. Die Gedanken erstickten in ihm, alle Gedanken) 
erstickte die Qual des Atmens, und sein aufgerissener Mund. 1 
war trocken, ganz trocken, verrückt trocken, obwohl er viel | 
Wasser geschluckt hatte. Sogleich sah er, dass nichts mehr | 
da war, Kleider und Stiefel waren fort, Miitze, Koppel, die | 
Bluse mit dem Soldbuch darin, ganz ausgeriistet war der | 
andere Mensch fortgegangen. Einen Augenblick war es undeut- | 
lich, ob er sich auf den Fischer stürzen und ihn erwürgen | 
würde, dann aber warf er sich gegen die Hütte. Er riss die | 
Tür auf: Spuren eines Menschen, der hier beherbergt worden 
war, ein fleckiges Handtuch, Brotkrumen, ein Glas, dann 
Kleider, zerdrücktes schmutziges Zeug, in Hast auf den Boden 
geworfen. Keine Rede von einem Plan; er packte zu, blitz- 
schnell und maschinenhaft, selbst der Ekel blieb flüchtig, 
mit dem er in die fremden Kleider stieg. Schuhe entdeckte 
er nirgends, aber indessen er stand und knöpfte und mit den 
Blicken umherfuhr, patschte die Tür zu, und der Schlüssel 
kreischte. 

Ach verdammt. Verdammt, er hätte doch erst den Fischer 
niederschlagen müssen. Jetzt sass er im Fischkasten, und der 
Fischer belauerte ihn, und der dritte, dem sie davonhalfen, 
entsprang in seinen Sachen. Wer wollte, der konnte den ehe- 
maligen Unteroffizier Matthes jetzt vollends ausrotten. Ein 


| 
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Schuss durchs Fenster reichte dazu, und spáter suchte niemand 
i unter der lockeren Gartenerde, selbst die Gendarmerie konnte 
sich nicht die Mühe nehmen, alle Gärten um die Stadt Lawka 
zu durchwühlen. Er warf sich gegen die Tür. Die Hütte 
| erbebte, aber die Tür hielt stand. Barfuss eine Tür eintreten 
i zu wollen, war sinnlos. Barfuss gegen eine Tür, das tut zwar 
| den Füssen weh, aber dabei bleibt es. In solchen Fällen erweist 
sich, wie zweckmässig ein genagelter Marschstiefel ist; der 
| sprengt Türen und Grenzen. Die Fenster waren zu klein. 
| Solang sich da einer durchwand, konnte ein Kind ihn erlegen. 
Blieb das Dach. 

Er sprang auf den Tisch, der Tisch ächzte unter ihm, 
| er stemmte sich gegen das Sparrenwerk, das gab nach und hob 
sich, schon kamen Ziegel ins Rutschen, klingelten und plat- 
schten draussen ins Gras. Beim dritten Mal brachen die Lat- 

ten, er zog sich hinauf, richtete sich auf, stand oben, sah 


niemand unter sich und sprang mit gleichen Füssen. Keine 
. Regung im Garten, in den fremden Kleidern hastete er hinauf 
zu der oberen Gartentür. Sie war zugezogen. Keine Spur. 
Wohin? 
| Es versprach wenig Erfolg, barfuss und in Lumpen hin- 
ter einem Menschen herzusetzen, von dem man nicht wusste, 
welche Richtung er genommen hatte, und der jetzt eine Waffe 
führte. Trotzdem fing er an zu laufen; wie ausgestorben die 
Gärten, so erschreckt, lauter erschreckte, feindselige Gärten, 
in denen sich nichts Gutes verbarg, alles verhalten und wie 
im Traum, und die Abend-Unruhe der Vögel in den Quitten- 
gebüschen. Er lief; an ein paar Häusern, die mit weiten Lücken | 
standen, war er schon vorübergehastet, die Türen standen y 
verschlossen, die Erdgeschossfenster mit Brettern zugeschla- 
gen, kein Huhn scharrte, keine Spur von Leben. Da fielen 
nicht weit ab zwei Schiisse, kurz und trocken, nichts hinter- 
her, kein Lárm sonst. 
Er stand still und horchte, das Herz schlug ihm in den 
Hals herauf; vorgebeugt, zaudernd verhielt er, indessen das 
Bild seiner nackten Füsse in ihn drang, zwischen deren Zehen 


der Staub quoll. Ein Mensch in Lumpen, seiner Abzeichen 
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verlustig und seines Namens beraubt, wie schnell wird der 
schreckhaft: einen Sprung machen, einen Satz auf nackten 


Sohlen und hinter die nächste Ecke tauchen, das ist seine 


erste Regung, wenn geschossen wird oder die Polizei in die 
Nähe kommt. Dann lief er vorsichtiger dem Geräusch nach 
zwischen zwei Gärten hinunter, und plötzlich stand da wieder 


der Kübelwagen, aber jetzt mitten im Weg, auch der Fahrer | 


war ausgestiegen und nach vorne gegangen, und die beiden 


Gendarmen mit den Karabinern in der Hand standen da und | 


blickten auf etwas herunter, sie hatten ihn noch nicht wahrge- 


nommen, denn er kam ja leise. Zu ihren Füssen lag unansehn- 


lich und verstaubt jemand, der die Uniformteile des Unterof- 
fiziers Matthes auf dem Leib hatte. Er lag auf dem Gesicht, 


und die Bluse hatte ein kleines Loch zwischen den Schultern. 


Ihr Soldbuch, Herr Unteroffizier, sagte der eine Gen- 
darm, der augenscheinlich vom Fach war und dem kein Ge- 
sicht abhanden kam. — Sie haben Glück gehabt, dass sie an 
uns vorbeigegangen waren. Ich hatte ihren Namen behalten 


und natürlich auch Ihr Gesicht, und eine Stunde nachher 
kommen Sie zurück, und das Soldbuch ist in Ordnung, bloss 
das Gesicht passt nicht mehr dazu. Er wollte türmen, aber 


wir schossen sofort hinterher. 


Da haben Sie noch einmal Glück gehabt, sagten die Gen- | 
darmen. Die Garderobe dürfte perdu sein. Aber wir können Il 


Sie gleich im Wagen mitnehmen. Wie ist das bloss zugegangen? 


Oh ja gewiss, er hatte Glück gehabt, Glück selbst dann 
noch, wenn er zum Mérder geworden sein sollte. Selbst wenn 
ihn nach einem Gericht, nach einer Strafe verlangt hätte: 
kein Feldgericht wird einen Mann verurteilen, der in Notwehr 
schnell und gründlich gehandelt hat. So aber unternahm 
Rungenhagen allein das Verfahren, und darüber gab es kein 
Protokoll und keinen Eintrag ins Strafbuch, zumal auch die 
Art der Bestrafung in keiner Vorschrift stand. Sonst war bei 
allem Glück, unverschämtes Glück, das den Rückweg frei 
machte. Der Tatbestand zeugte für sich selbst: ein Mann im 
Badezeug unter seltsamen Klamotten; er war beraubt wor- 
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den, solang er im Fluss badete, da war noch nicht einmal 
eine Lüge dazwischen, nur eine Kleinigkeit Verschweigen, 
und auf die kam es nicht an. Dass ein Unteroffizier, der nach 
Blyskanie hinaus wollte, unterwegs seinen Entschluss änderte 
und in den Fluss stieg, um sich abzukühlen, und dass er dabei 
seine Sachen, die Seitenwaffe sogar, ohne Aufsicht liegen liess, 
das war zwar kein regelrechtes Verhalten, doch gab es ande- 
rerseits auch keine Vorschrift, die Fälle solcher Art in Rech- 
nung zog. Der Täter selbst konnte, dank gründlicher Schiess- 
ausbildung der Gendarmen, nicht als Zeuge vernommen wer- 
den. Die Vernehmung schrieb sich gleichsam von selbst nie- 
der, und das Feldgericht verzichtete nach Kenntnisnahme auf 
die Vorlage eines Tatberichts. Es überliess den Fall der Trup- 
pe selbst zur Behandlung, falls eine solche noch nötig war. 
Der Kompaniechef zeigte sich befremdet, er behandelte den 
Offizieranwärter Matthes erkältet, obwohl er sich zu keiner 
Strafe entschloss; Unregelmässigkeiten waren es eben doch, 
Unregelmässigkeiten, mit denen dieser Unteroffizier auffiel, 
eine rasche Beförderung würde es nun kaum mehr geben, 
‚dagegen eine Versetzung vielleicht. Besser wäre es gewesen, 
schnell, ganz schnell versetzt worden zu sein, irgendwohin, 
wo Rungenhagen ihn nicht mehr durchschaute und keine 
Kommandierungen mehr veranlassen konnte. Einen einzigen 
Deserteur hatte das Regiment, einen Mann von einer unter- 
stellten Fahrbereitschaft, kaum jemand hatte ihn gekannt. 

Er hatte ihn nicht gekannt, er wollte ihn auch nicht 
gekannt haben, das Gesicht nicht kennen, keinesfalls das Ge- 
sicht kennen, um sich an das Gesicht nicht erinnern zu müs- 
sen, vielleicht auch nicht, um zu entdecken, dass er es selbst 
war dort draussen; das alles gab es, der Wahnsinn tränkte es 
ein, der Unteroffizier Matthes stieg aus dem Wasser und hetzte 
den andern, bis der Unteroffizier Matthes mit einem kleinen 
Loch in der Bluse auf dem Gesicht lag, und der Unteroffizier 
Matthes stand draussen und wartete in seinem schwarzen Dril- 
lich, bis dass der Unteroffizier Matthes ihm den Rest geben 
half, denn so wollte es der eiserne Freund Rungenhagen, und 
die Läufe hatten sich jetzt alle gesenkt und zeigten dumm 
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dorthin. Die Visierlinie. Die Visierlinie ist eine gedachte <A 


rade vom Auge des Schützen durch die Mitte der Kimme 


über die Spitze des Korns hinweg. Ins Schwarze treffen. Nein, 
ins Rote treffen. Das langsame Abkrümmen, der feine Wider- . 
stand, wenn der Druckpunkt erreicht ist, das alles bewirkt, 


sich von selbst. Die Visierlinie — 


Es hätte aus sein müssen mit Aniela, gleich nach dem 


Vorfall im « Schwan » hätte es aus sein müssen. Statt dessen | 
aber war damals alles offen geblieben. Früher, zum Beispiel 
zu den Zeiten, als er noch gemeinsam mit Rungenhagen nach | 


Blyskanie zum Reiten ging, war er immer einer Meinung ge: 


wesen mit seinem Freund darüber, welche Dinge einer zu tun 


hat und welche er nicht tut, und über die Rolle des Gehor-. 


sams. Jetzt aber war er plötzlich zum Gehorsam untauglich 
geworden. Er hatte die Soldaten verachtet, die ausgingen und — 
für einen Laib Brot oder im Winter für einen Eimer Kohlen 
bei den einheimischen Mädchen schliefen. Solche Soldaten 


se . . . . . Dre | 
sahen das für einen Spass an wie jeden beliebigen auch, bei 


dem der Vorschrift ein Schnippchen geschlagen wurde, sie 


verstanden nichts anderes. Da sass nichts tief, und gab es | 


dafür etwa drei Tage Bau, so waren es eben drei Tage. Hin- 
terher war es das Alte. Er aber, Matthes, hatte den Gehorsam 


i 


li 


verstanden gehabt. Und jetzt war er für den Gehorsam ver- | 


dorben. Es ging sehr schnell mit ihm. Vier Tage später war | 
er auf dem Wege zu Aniela. | 

Im Aussengelände, wo links das aufgelassene Fort lag 
und rechts die Gärten anfingen, stand ein Kübelwagen hart 
seitwärts ins Gebüsch gefahren. Der Wagen war leer bis auf 
den Fahrer, der gebückt in einem Heft las. Ein paar Schritte 
weiter hielten sich, gleichfalls unauffällig, zwei Männer mit 
den Abzeichen der Feldgendarmerie im grünen Schatten. 
Ringsum war es still, die seltsame Luft, wenn etwas im Gang 
ist und jeder am besten tut, in Deckung zu bleiben. Der eine 
von den Gendarmen trat einen Schritt heraus, grüsste und 
sagte: Ihr Soldbuch, Herr Unteroffizier. Gendarmeriestreife. 

Es gab kein Verhältnis zwischen dem Militär und den 
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Organen, welche die Sicherheit wahrnahmen. Matthes grüsste 
‚auch und zeigte sein Soldbuch vor. 

Ist etwas los? fragte er. 

Fahndungen. Wohin wollen Sie, Herr Unteroffizier, wenn 
ich fragen darf? 

Nach Blyskanie, zur Reitschule. 

Der Gendarm griisste, er griisste auch, er ging fort in 
‚seiner Richtung, der Weg fing an, sich zu biegen, Brennesseln, 
noch ein paar von den schlechten, unverputzt daliegenden 
Häusern. Er nahm sich zusammen, er musste sich zwingen, 
dass er nicht nach den Gendarmen zurückblickte. Noch ein 
"Stück, dann zeigte sich der grüne Stichweg zu Aniela hinun- 
ter. Jetzt hatte er sich doch umgesehen, ehe er vom Weg trat. 
"Plötzlich hatte er das Gefühl von etwas Anrüchigem, das 
ihm sagte, es könne nicht gut ausgehen. 

Aniela war nicht allein. Sie stand auf dem Schlackenweg 
mit einem anderen Mädchen, das er nicht kannte, lässig, eine 


| 
| 


Hand in die Hüfte gestützt, die andere Hand griff hinter dem 
Rücken durch, sie sprach mit dem Mädchen. Sie stand gegen 
ihn hergewandt, und obwohl sie ihn noch nicht sehen konnte, 
kam es ihm vor, als stünde sie da zur Schau, von nichts erfüllt 
als von der Sicherheit, wie braun ihr Haar und wie herrlich 
ihre Glieder waren. Etwas Rücksichtsloses schien an ihr 
enthüllt, und plötzlich ergriff auch ihn das Rücksichtslose. 
Immer war er in gutem Glauben gekommen, jetzt war die 
Lust arg, die ihn trieb. Mit einer Übertretung, von der er nichts 
wusste, hatte es begonnen. Jetzt wollte er übertreten. Aniela 
sah ihn jetzt; ohne ein Zeichen zu geben, ohne sich zu unter- 
brechen, liess sie ihn kommen. Er stieg hinunter und kostete 
gierig dabei, dass jeder von diesen Schritten verboten war, 
dass es nicht gut ausgehen könne, dass er trotzdem diesen Weg 
immer wieder gehen werde. 

Sein Eintreten hatte eine Reihe von undeutlichen, zum 
Teil kaum wahrnehmbaren Bewegungen ausgelöst. Aniela 
wechselte ihren Stand, und das andere Mädchen musterte ihn 
und machte die Gebärde des Aufbrechens. Tiefer unten im 
Garten hatte der Fischer, der dort Würmer grub, aufgeblickt 
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und war aufgestanden, er ging gegen die Hütte hinüber und] 
hockte sich auf der Schwelle nieder, den Rücken an die Tür 
gelehnt. Auch in der Hütte selbst schien eine flüchtige Be», 
wegung. | 

Aniela war nicht allein. Warum hätte sie allein sein sol. 
len? Der Fischer zählte nicht, und sie konnte auch nicht! 
damit rechnen, dass er wiederkam. Er hatte die Wahl gehabt,, 


gen war, nahm sie ihn an sich. 
Die Abende machten es aus, wie sie gewöhnlich in diese 
Sommer kamen: warm, von Zirren und Schleiern durchzogen, , 


In weit entfernten Gewittern wucherten Blitze hin und her,, 


ter eine Bank getaucht, die sich im Westen aufschob, doch, | 
war es noch hell. Er war niemals fortgewesen. ! 

Sie fragte nichts, sie kam nicht auf den Vorfall im. 
«Schwan» zu sprechen, und er fing nicht davon an. Was 
hätten sie auch zu reden gehabt? Alles war erklärt, das meist 
unausgesprochen, verbürgt war nichts. Sie nahm an. Sie fragte, 
nicht ängstlich sorgend: Was wird aus dir? Wie wirst du 
es treiben können? Was werden sie dir tun? Er hätte auch 
nichts zu antworten gewusst. Nie war die Vertraulichkeit 
grösser gewesen, nie willentlicher, nie lässiger. Sie hatte etwas 
Dreistes an sich, nein eine verhoffte Lustigkeit. Sie dankten 
einander, indem sie einander nicht warten liessen. 

Plötzlich sagte er: Du bist nicht allein gewesen, Aniela. 

Meinst du das Mädchen vorhin? Eine Nachbarin. 

Ich weiss nicht, wen ich meine. 

Der Fischer ist immer da. Du sollst jetzt nicht anfangen, 
dich zu fürchten. Hier passt niemand auf. | 

Ja, du hast recht. Es sind Diebsgefühle. Ich sollte mich 


schämer. 


Nein, schämen sollst du dich nicht. Höre, sagte sie und 
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strich ihm die Schläfe, wollen wir in den Fluss und schwim- 
men? 

Sie sagte: Geh voraus. Du kannst dein Zeug unten bei 
den Holundern lassen. Ich hole dich ein. 

Als er sich auszog, dachte er: Ach das ist doch schon ein- 
| mal alles so gewesen. Unten hin lief der Uferweg nach Blyska- 
nie, das tote Tramgeleise, dann kam eine Wiese, dann tote 
¡Schlingen, die sommers kein Wasser führten, endlich der 
‚Fluss. Ailes in allem hundert und ein paar Schritte, es war 
‚nichts dabei, ausgekleidet zum Ufer zu gehen. Zwischen den 
‚Zäunen wucherten Brennesseln, und die Goldrute, hoch auf- 
geschossen, nickte von beiden Seiten. Und das war alles schon 
einmal so gewesen. Er stand da und wartete, endlich ging die 
Tür, und alles das war schon einmal so gewesen, und er sah 
Aniela in ihrem Bademantel herauskommen. Sie rief zu dem 
Fischer hinauf ein paar Worte, die er nicht verstand, leichthin, 
sah sich um und stieg langsam herunter. Da bist du, sagte sie, 
ich dachte, dass du am Fluss wartest. Wir wollen eine Strecke 
hinaufgehen, hast du dazu auch Lust? und uns treiben lassen. 

Ja ja, sagte er. Nein, das war nie so gewesen. 

Aniela liess ihren Mantel an einem Weidenstamm, und sie 
hielten sich am Ufer, gegen den Fluss gehend. Der Grund war 
sandig, ein oft überschwemmter Boden, und Grasbärte hingen 
an den Sträuchern und knisterten. Eine Wärme stieg aus dem 
Sand auf, die Luft hing voller Mücken, eine Säule von Mücken 
wanderte oft über ihren Köpfen mit, füllte das Gehör mit 
einem kaum wahrnehmbaren und trotzdem durchdringenden 
Sirren. Die gelbe Iris stand fett, von Schnecken verklebt, auf 
ihren Stengeln. Dichte Röhrichte; hier, ehe er in die Stadt 
eintrat, war der Fluss noch wild, zwischen Sandbänken und 
Schilfzungen floss er gurgelnd und ruhte an tiefen Stellen, 
über denen Blasen langsam im Kreis trieben und zergingen. 

Ob du Geschwister hast? fragte Aniela. 

Ja, Schwestern. Zwei. 

Jüngere? 

Ich bin in der Mitte. Wie kommst du darauf? 

Etwas muss ich dich doch fragen. Ich weiss doeh von dir 
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nichts. Merkwürdig ist es doch, dass ich von dir gar nichts) 
weiss. . il 
Weiss ich von dir etwas, Aniela? i 
Ach Gott, sagte Aniela, von mir weisst du doch jetzt alles. 


Nein, ich weiss nichts. | 
Aber damit gibst du dich auch zufrieden, das ist der Un- | 
terschied. Ich weiss nichts, sagst du dir, und damit hat es sein. 
Bewenden. | 
Was sollte ich denn nach deiner Meinung wissen wollen? 
Ach, so geht es nicht. Aber zum Beispiel, so eine ähnliche 
Frage hättest du doch auch einmal tun können. 
Aniela, für mich kamst du aus dem Fluss oder den Syrin- 
| gen. Melusinen soll man nicht fragen. Aber wenn du willst: 


hast du auch Geschwister, Aniela? | 
herum. > i 
Während sie, rückwärts auf ihre Hände gestützt, dasass, | 


Ach lass nur, sagte sie. Jetzt mag ich auch nicht mehr. 
Sie war in etwas Scharfes getreten, hinkte und musste sich 
helfen lassen. — Ein Schilfsplitter, sagte er, die liegen hier! 


hielt er ihren Fuss am Spann umgriffen, er tastete in der! 


Wölbung und dort, wo die Haut sich trocken und wie Perga- 
i] 
ment anfühlte. Sie antwortete mit den Zehen, und er nahm. 


den Fuss und setzte ihn sich gegen die Brust, er spürte ihren 
Druck und dann ihr sachtes Ziehen. — Halt doch ein, sagte 
er, ich habe ja nichts gefunden. — Aber sie entzog sich und 
stand schnell auf. — Kannst du denn wieder auftreten? — Ja 
ja, sagte sie, es ist nichts steckengeblieben. Komm nur weiter. 

Endlich stiegen sie in den Fluss, das Wasser war warm, 
der Grund unsicher, kaum zu begehen, voll von Wurzelwerk, 
Strünken und schlingenden Stengeln. Auch stiegen sogleich 
dichte Gewölke von Schlamm um jeden Tritt. Sie warfen sich 
flach hinein, um in die Strémumg zu kommen. Eine Weile 
trieben sie nebeneinander davon, dann stillte sich der Fluss 
in einem weiten und tiefen Becken. Matthes tauchte ein, glitt 
lautlos unter sie, griff sie an den Hüften und machte sich 
schwer. Sofort gab sie nach und kam herunter zu ihm so leblos 
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wie eine Puppe; er hielt sie, solange der Atem reichte, sie 
lagen aneinander, die Körper drehten sich, er öffnete die Au- 
gen und starrte auf ihr Gesicht nieder unter dem seinen, er 
sah ihre Lider geschlossen, den Mund zusammengepresst in 
einem Ausdruck hilflosen, triumphierenden, unerträglichen 
Leidens. Jetzt musste er sie loslassen, und beide kamen sie 
über Wasser, schwer atmend; wortlos stiessen sie sich vonei- 
nander ab. Sie legten sich auf den Rücken und trieben wieder 
hin, die Strömung wurde flüssiger, dann und wann taten sie 
einen lässigen Schlag, aber eine Weile sagten sie nichts zuei- 
nander. 

Sie näherten sich der letzten Krümmung vor ihrem Ziel, 
und jetzt fing es zu regnen an. Erst war es nur wie ein plötz- 
licher Dunst in der Luft, dann schmetterte ein Guss auf das 
Wasser, dass der Fluss zu rauchen schien. Sogleich aber brach 
durch ein Loch im Behang die Sonne und schoss ein paar 
gelb greinende, fast waagerechte Lichtbündel gegen das Ufer. 
Der Stummel eines Regenbogens stand augenblicklich berük- 
kend, unglaubhaft, vor den tropfenden Gartenhalden. Aber 
Matthes hatte nicht Zeit, auf die sieben Farben zu achten. 

Denn da, klein und wie durch ein hauchdünnes, irisieren- 
des Glas beschirmt, stieg mit schnellen und vorsichtigen 
Schritten der Unteroffizier Matthes den Mittelweg durch Anie- 
as Garten hinauf. Stieg das, was den Unteroffizier Matthes 
larstellte, den Garten hinauf, stand einen Augenblick, bückte 
ich, zog an dem linken Stiefel, richtete sich auf und schob 
lie Seitenwaffe zurecht und verschwand in den Hecken. Pause 
ınverfänglich. Das Wasser knisterte, eine Drossel flötete im 
Rohr. Matthes warf sich gegen das Wasser. Nach einer schnel- 
en Leere schoss eine Flut über ihm zusammen, eine trübe, 
chändende Flut. Aniela war mit einem Stoss heran und hielt 
hn umklammert. 

Aniela hielt ihn umklammert. Aniela, die nicht allein ge- 
vesen war, hatte ihn aus den Kleidern gelockt und hielt ihn 
m Fluss fest, und der Mensch, für den sie das alles getan 
jatte, der Dreckskerl, für den sie ihn verkaufte, der ging in 
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4 
seinen Kleidern davon und mit seinen Ausweisen. Lauter! 
Feinde, nichts als Tücke, in die er gefallen war. | 

Was wollte sie denn? Wollte sie ihn ertränken? Sie rief 
laut, mit einer Stimme, die er nicht kannte, einer beschwören. | 
den Stimme: Höre! Er stiess sie gegen die Brust. Sie liess 
nicht los, und sogleich sanken sie wieder unter. Während 
etwas, solang sie in der Umschlingung atmlos rangen, etwas im‘ 
ihm nach dem Ende, nach dem Erliegen in dieser Klammer, , 
nach dem Erlöschen im Dunkel schrie, kämpfte etwas anderes, 
das nicht ersaufen wollte, stierisch weiter. Sein Kopf tauchte 
über Wasser, spie aus und holte röchelnd Luft ein. Aber da 
war auch Aniela wieder da, auch sie rang nach Atem, endlich, 
solang sie das Wasser traten und er an ihr vorbeidrängte gegen 
das Ufer, rief sie mit entstellter Stimme: Hör doch! hör mick 
doch an! rief: Du sollst es doch anhören. Sie rief, so oft. 
sie zu Atem kam: Es ist Schymek. Es ist mein Bruder. Er, 
hat, — hör doch —! sie rief endlich: Hättest du doch gefragt! 
Sie war stark, sie war sehr zäh, eine gute Schwimmerin, warum 
liess sie ihn nicht los? Wer war er jetzt, solang er sie trat, 
solang er nach ihr schlug, sie ins Gesicht schlug, wer war er. 
vorher gewesen? Wer war sie vorher? Wer war sie jetzt? Sie. 
rief, schwächer werdend: Schymek. Mein Bruder. Er muss. 
doch — Dann brachte sie nichts mehr heraus, und er hatte auch, 
kein Wort, er brauchte keines, er brauchte nur seine Kräft | 
und schlug noch einmal zu. Da wurde er sie los und zog sich! 
aufs Ufer. | 

Was war aus ihr geworden, was wurde aus ihr, wer half 
ihr, wo war sie jetzt? Jetzt war es geschehen, die Detonation 
sang nach in den Gehören, die der Druck überschwemmt hatte, 
das Gesicht des Vernichteten war nun nicht mehr sichtbar. 
Es war vornübergesunken, denn der Körper zerrte in den 
Stricken, eine plumpe, kraftlose Last, die zusammenfiel. Die 
Linde geriet ins Schwanken, als eben ein dünnes Licht, ein 
paar erste, zitternde Schatten aufsprangen. Die Krone 
schwankte, nachdem der magere Stamm von den Kugeln, die 
auch den Körper durchschlagen hatten, zerrissen war. Sie 
schwankte, wie von einem Wirbel erfasst, beinahe anmutig, 
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Pi 
à 
Le fa cosi specie che gli uomini la mantengano per quello. 


che fermata le scappa da ridere. 


~ 


Le piante che alleva in vaso, non le monda delle erbe che 
vi allignano; anche quando tolgono il fiore alla vista, le ri- 
spetta. Di strapparle, non ha cuore. 


Equilibrio si trova solo accettando la vita quale & e vi- 
vendola nella sua interezza. Una scena che non dimenticherö: 
si passeggiava e discorreva quietamente insieme, quando il 
vecchio prete (Pinsegnante di ginnasio che ricordo sempre 
con stima ed affetto), quasi gli si fosse rizzata davanti una 
vipera, virò precipitosamente di bordo. Traballava; s'era fatto 
in viso paonazzo. Credetti a un improvviso malore, gli fui in- 
torno spaventato. Dalle parole che colsi nel balbettio con cui 
cercava di rispondere alle mie affannose domande, capii; tra- 
secolando. L’aveva messo in quello stato la vista d’una coppia: 
lui e lei onestamente seduti fianco a fianco al margine del 
prato su cui ci stavamo inoltrando. Lo sorressi per il gomito; 
annuendo alle parole indignate in cui dava sfogo al suo turba- 
mento, lo riaccompagnai al collegio. Lasciandolo, tirava an- 
cora sul colletto come soffocasse. 
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Pare conversino insieme e non è. L’uno aspetta che l’altro 
| finisca di parlare; senza udirlo; impaziente di collocare la 
sua. Se non si danno sulla voce, è per educazione. Conversa- 


| zione-soliloquio. 


Dopo aver tante volte avvertito che il titolo che mi danno 
non mi spetta, ormai li lascio dire. Nella traduzione in eschi- 


mese del Vangelo, l'agnello di Dio diventa (ho letto) la pic- 


cola bianca foca di Dio. Avvocato, professore è anch’esso un 
tradurre. 


| Il danaro ha azione comulativa: se non si smaltisce volta 
per volta, intossica. 


Arrivava in ufficio bianco di sonno e si lasciava andare 
come uno straccio davanti alla macchina. In quel sonno, gli 


| capitò di scrivere: Vi manderemo quanto prima le caviglie 
del piede. (La caviglia è un pezzo d’armamento per rotaie). 


Lo tenevo d’occhio e quando franava, lo imboccavo sollecito 


d’una popolare (ne avevo per questo sempre qualcuna in ta- 


sca): solo il fumo gli dava una momentanea revivescenza. Sa- 


puto che in giro diceva: In ufficio scriviamo insieme i trucioli, 
a compensare quella sua, almeno ambita, collaborazione, sentii 
il bisogno di cingere anche lui dell'amato alloro. Su una rivi- 
sta che a quel tempo lo rappresentava, uscì, da me caldeggiata, 
una poesia col suo nome. Modesto, non se ne inorgoglì; e, 
saggio, non si lasciò dal miraggio distrarre da più concrete oc- 
cupazioni. Non mi risulta infatti che nel Parnaso abbia in 
seguito mosso altri passi; per cui il suo nome resta affidato a 


quell’unica primizia. Si chiamava Angelo Rava. 


L’anno che nel passaggio alla seconda liceo fu consentito 
di scegliere tra il greco e la matematica, i compagni che opta- 
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rono per questa lessero sulla loro lavagna: « A noi, le violette 
di Saffo; a voi, un mazzolino di segmenti ». 


La superiorità dei greci sui romani si palesa gia nel sa- 


luto. « Sta sano » dicevano questi; i greci: « Sta lieto ». | 


. 


Torno dopo tanti anni a Voze. Fu a questo svolto, giu- 
rerei, che nostro padre si appostò con noi bambini nella mac-. 
chia, in attesa che lo zio Pietrino, rimasto indietro, passasse, 
Con nostro grande divertimento; perché, senza neppure vois: 
tarsi allo schiamazzo, lo zio — un uomo ai nostri occhi 


DE 
credendo a briganti se la dette a gambe. pi 
e 


Quando una cosa che penso, istintivamente mi viene di 
confermarla con la voce, è che tento di darle consistenza: vor: 


x 


rei che la cosa fosse e non è. 


Mi dicono — e quasi ricordo — che da piccino alla vec-. 
chietta, vicina di casa, cui Benedetta m’affidava uscendo, miz. 
nacciavo senza motivo le peggiori torture che la mia mente 
bambina poteva escogitare. Più grandicello, sequestrai e legai 
per una zampa un gattino. Alle vergate che con crescente fu- 
rore gli somministravo, pazzo di spavento, il gattino guaiva, 
si stiracchiava, tentava balzi. La pelliccia sprizzava scintille. 
Non smisi che quando quell’aria chiusa fu carica di elettricità 
e mi sentii le mani tiepide di sangue. In germe cera allora 
anche in me l’anima d'un carnefice? Questo episodio ero solo 
finora a conoscerlo; vergognandomi me ne confesso; e non 
per alleggerirmi del rimorso. 


Per dire « fare all’amore » i greci dicevano «essere gio- 
vani insieme ». Che aria di salute e d’innocenza spira la pa- 
rola! Un modo di concepire l’amore, solare. 
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Una spia di quanto Veta ci muta, della provvisorietà delle 


Il critico che su L’Italia che scrive liquido il mio primo 


k Trucioli con una immagine: « la vecchietta che, a chiesa vuota, 


seguita a borbottare preghiere, senza accorgersi che la funzio- 


ne (=il frammentismo) é finita» pubblicd in seguito, mi 
I dicono, un eccellente vocabolario. Fatti di assestamento. 


Da animale si diventa tanto prima uomo quante più scon- 


fitte si toccano. Bontà, altruismo, saggezza: rese a discrezione. 


Ragazzo, raggranellavo i soldi e da Varazze andavo a pie- 


di a Savona per acquistare magari La signora Aùtari. In gin- 


nasio, della mia sete di letture contagiai i compagni; leggeva- 
mo quel che capitava, libri innocenti e proibiti alla rinfusa.’ 
Allarmato dall’estendersi dell'epidemia, il clero locale inter- 


. venne: il parroco bandì dal pulpito la crociata; il curato, brac- 


| cio secolare, entrò nelle case a sequestrar libri. Alla voce del 


pastore, il paese si sollevò; io fui additato come la pecora ne- 


ra; le famiglie ci davano la caccia, ci frugavano addosso, sco- 


vavano libri sin sotto i materassi. Aizzati dalla persecuzione, 
escogitammo per il corpo del reato i nascondigli più impen- 
sabili. Il giovedì, giorno di vacanza, io lo passavo in un orto; 
rimovendo da un muretto a secco certa pietra, ne ritiravo, 
mettiamo, Risurrezione (che lessi sino in fondo con una co- 
stanza di cui oggi sarei incapace). La cosa arrivò al punto che 
la Curia se ne interessò; disapprovata dall’alto, la persecu- 
zione ebbe termine e con essa, nei miei compagni, la scar- 


lattina. 


Se leggi un autore, per quanto grande, a un giovane, non 
lodare tutto, come fanno (impunemente) i commentatori di 
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Dante. Corri piuttosto, censurando, il rischio di sbagliarti. So» 
lo così egli ti crederà quando esclamerai. | 


7 A m | 

Ho letto anch’io dei romanzi gialli e in trincea Fantomas: 

mi fu di grande soccorso. Ma appena il mistero accenna a chia=: 
rirsi, chiudo il libro: a fine di pranzo, non vado a mettere i 


naso in cucina. 


« Misi ad abitare in essi le cieche speranze » si vanta ini 
Eschilo il benefattore degli uomini; ed é in Pindaro la defi-- 
nizione: « Speranze, sogni che si fan da desti ». Ma Pavel 
fatto tutta la vita l’esperienza, non toglie che l’ultima speranzii 
è anche la più ambiziosa. . ' 


Violenza nascere amare morire. Vita-violenza, dalla qua-: 
le possiamo solo uscire con un atto di violenza: deliberata, 
questa. 


La maggiore riuscita poetica di F.T. Marinetti (se pure, 
tocca a lui), il nome che mise alla figlia: Ala. 


Ogni volta che passo davanti al rosso caseggiato dove 
nacqui, vedo, di là del cancelletto che dà nel cortile, due bam- 
bini: seduti sui calcagni, piluccano di tra la ghiaia certa pian- 
tina che ha in bocca un sapore agretto. (Non cercai mai di 
conoscerne il nome: la profanerebbe). 


Nel vano di una di quelle finestre lassù (quale?), mi ri- 
fugiai una sera a guardar fuori. A vedere in strada non arri- 
vavo; vedevo in faccia una casa in costruzione. Ero solo e im- 
bruniva. Tra le impalcature brillo un momento una luce: (un 
operaio forse che s’accendeva la pipa). Con del legno e un po’ 
di fuoco si costruivano dunque le case. Acceso di emulazione, 
andai in cucina in cerca di qualche pezzetto di legno e, per- 
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Mi sembra ora: ero a benedizione nella chiesa dei cap- 
puccini. Nell’alzarmi dalla panca, Benedetta mi ricordò che 
dovevo farmi il segno della croce; obbedii; ma avevo ormai 
voltato le spalle all'altare e mi segnai rivolto all’uscita. Be- 
nedetta m’era dietro e non potei vedere l’occhiata tra confusa 
e disapprovatrice che ebbe; ma la intuii nel sorriso indulgente 
ta donna ancora inginocchiata cui era rivolta. Lessi in quel 
sorriso: E cosi piccolo! bisogna scusarlo... 


Dove sei, che ne e di te, Tito Alessandrini? Sbattuto alla 


scuola allievi ufficiali di Sandrigo, anche nei «ranghi» se- 


\guitava in piedi il suo sonno; prima delle dieci (ora proba- 


bilmente in cui a casa si alzava) neppure ai compagni dava 
udienza. All'esame, dei suggerimenti che ci soffiava alle spal- 
ll. il sergente, si giovo per non imbroccare, per distrazione, 
na risposta. Invano, perché la promozione era per tutti ine- 


vitabile. E gia era stato assegnato ad un reggimento, in linea 
in uno dei settori più «caldi», quando a prelevarlo arrivò 
dal Comando un ordine telegrafico: «Il soldato Alessandrini 


00, per iniziarvi un corso di addestramento nel- 


Tito passava a 
Parma del Genio ». Apprendemmo la notizia con vivo compia- 
cimento per lo smacco che infliggeva al direttore del corso; 
“ma più ancora per l’affetto che, senza aver fatto nulla per 


questo, Alessandrini s'era conquistato con lo spettacolo della 


sua olimpicità. Prima di lasciarci, forse anche per scusarsi con 
noi che restavamo della sua fortuna, ci diede un cornetto d’ar- 
pento per scaramanzia. 


| Acquistai anchio un anello di fidanzamento; per la pri- 
ma che a Savona baciai di sera in una stradina fuori mano. 
‘L’anelluccio dovetti, ricordo, sostituirlo più volte per accon- 
‘tentare la sua ingenua ambizione: ogni volta le amiche non 
lo trovavano così bello come a lei alla prima era parso. Quan- 
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do, anni dopo, appresi che si trovava all’ospedale seriamente» 
ammalata, le mandai delle arance; chi sa non le abbiano date) 
la sua ultima gioia: Villusione che il dono, anonimo, le venisse? 


da un suo innamorato in segreto. 


Anche per questo, non metto piede in biblioteche: mii 
sgomenta il silenzio di tutte quelle bocche imbavagliate. E mii 
disanima: a che parlare se tutto fu detto e come non si po». 
trebbe meglio? Ma, a precludermele, e Paria sepolcrale che vii 
respiro; se anche il più illustre, una biblioteca è un cimitero., 
(A salvarmi dal suo incubo, fu la prima volta l’addetto venen-: 
domi a confidare che andava a farsi una pipata di straforo: 


la seconda, il trillo che entrava per le finestre d’una cicala),, 


e‘ 

Oggi m’indicarono la finestra dietro a cui vive una fan» 
ciulla immobilizzata a letto da non so che male; ed anche «al 
letto impossibilitata a mutar posizione, tanto che la carna-: 
gione ha preso il suo colore naturale solo dalla parte che ri-- 
ceve luce. Uno specchio, collocato in modo che rifletta ai suoîi 
occhi la strada, è l’unico filo che la unisce al mondo. Per esso, } 
fa la conoscenza del vicinato, s’interessa alle facce nuove, con) 
risa o esclamazioni commenta ciò che vede. A tutti ha inven-. 
tato un nome e per nome tutti saluta; appunto sorpresa di 
non sentirsi mai contraccambiare. | 


| 


Senza fiato per lui ad assistere a quel frenetico affaccen-. 
darsi, gli chiesi «chi glielo faceva fare». Fu sincero: «Lai 
noia ». E un male che non conosco è la risposta mi disarmò. | 

| 
| 

Un brusio lieve e vasto come passar d’aria in fogliame; e’ 


l’avvisaglia della pioggia viene giù, spruzzo da casper sores) 
mentre nasce intorno odor di polvere spenta. 


Fe . . . 
Oggi, dal barbiere, un cliente che, mosca bianca, cedeva; 
a tutti la precedenza: S'accomodi, prego: io non ho premura, 
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apii presto perché: quell’apparenza più che modesta celava 


disse, letto sul giornale, garbatamente e senza rivolgersi in 
particolare ad alcuno, avviò una specie di interrogatorio sulla 
luna: quanto dista da noi, in quanto tempo compie i movi- 


menti di rivoluzione e di traslazione; giù giù sino a toccare 
| del clima che vi regna, della natura del suolo eccetera. Alle 
risposte che senza sollecitarle otteneva da questo o da quello 
(non uno che ne imbroccasse una), sbottava in risatine chioc- 
| ce che gli facevano, si sentiva, un gran bene all'anima. Quando 
accettò di farsi radere, doveva sapersi ormai a corto; non a 


| il rasoio. Messa in evidenza la generale ignoranza, si alzò e, 
felice di averci umiliato, uscì stropicciandosi le mani (certo, 
| per andare a rifornirsi di cognizioni per l'indomani; sulle ter- 
miti, che so, o su Magellano). 


C’era una volta a Genova in via Soziglia un vetusto caffè, 
dove tra specchi nebbiosi dorature spente e divani di velluto 
_ polverosi, amavo qualche volta indugiarmi a respirare aria 
di passato: un passato remoto, risorgimentale. Un cameriere 
| perfettamente in carattere col locale serviva caffè — tisana e 
È rosolî agli ultimi habitués: dei sopravvissuti, specie di mummie 
con inverosimili faux cols, che restavano li ore a guardarsi in 
faccia. Per intonarmi all'ambiente, ordinavo un sciroppo di 
rosa che non bevevo. Una notte, ricordo, era quasi Tora di 
‘chiusura, a profanare il silenzio che vi regnava, irruppe nel 
| caffè uno, per andare a bisbigliare concitato qualcosa alPorec- 
chio del cameriere — che uscì per un istante dal suo sonno, 
| mentre un movimento di curiosità si verificava tra i clienti. 


Certo, mi dissi, la notizia che Carlo Alberto è partito per 


3 
| 
| 
3 


. Oporto. 


Mio nonno materno era un ometto ben piantato in terra, 
rubizzo, sprizzante contentezza di vivere. Aveva preso in mo- 


glie una regina, ma la nidiata di figli che le aveva fatto non 
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secco, se le ultime domandine, le più insidiose, le sparò sotto — 
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gli impedì di restare sino all’ultimo galante. Fui in tempo a 
udirlo dire, e gli occhi gli scappavano: « Per voi, quella notte, 
accenderei tutte le candele dell’altar maggiore ». Analfabeta, 
sarrabbiava se gli dicevano che la terra gira. Trovava che il 


più bel cognome del mondo era Riccobuono; e, pur ricono» 


scendo che, povero, non gli spettava, rimpiangeva non gli fosse 


toccato. Amico del vino, s’offuscava se gli osservavano che 
l’odiato latte almeno in fasce l’aveva assaggiato. La sua passio- | 
ne erano gli uccelli. Ricordo un merlo di scoglio che teneva. 
in gabbia: nero, fierissimo, col fuoco negli occhi dell’ira di | 
sentirsi in cattura. A dargli il via fu il nipotino ch'egli predi- | 
ligeva e che alla vista della gabbia vuota lo trovò come fulmi- | 


nato. Davanti al cimitero affrettava il passo; e se scoprive 


piantati nell’orto dei crisantemi, li strappava. Si conservò ar». 
zillo sino alla fine. In vita sua non aveva avuto un raffreddo-. 
re; non una medicina aveva varcato la sua bocca. Una sera, | 


attaccando di malavoglia la scala che portava alla sua stanza, 
avvertì che saltava la cena. Si coricò con la faccia al muro e 
in quella posizione si spense, imbronciato con la vita che gli 
usava quella angheria. 


La guerra d’ieri già si decanta: di essa, oggi rivedo, dure- 
voli sul cielo, le canne d’un organo: la fumata che uno stormo 
si lasciò dietro impennandosi. 
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VOCE DI UN MENDICANTE 


Se una sera vagassi a lungo | © 
e cadessi disteso sull’erba Me 
e le montagne mi spiassero x 
dietro i salici e i campanili ay 


direi che sono caduto con la notte 

a bere ombra e silenzio con gli occhi. 

Se la rugiada mi chiudesse bianca 

Foro lucido delle stelle e il mio respiro | 

si perdesse freddo tra i grilli y 

canterei che caddi per i fiori 

e i colori che invidiavo alla primavera. 
. Canterei di contrade lontane “à 

finché Perba non fosse nata sulla mia voce. 


BAMBINO 


| 

| Bambino, ora i tuoi occhi 
i sono due perline gemelle; 
| le tue mani da lontano 
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piccole bandiere di fazzoletto. 
Ti rotoli nei prati 
e hai briciole di pane nelle tasche. 


| 

In montagna c'è aria buona | 

ve che ti viene a rinfrescare | 
Na sotto i cespugli di cielo e prato. | 
Tu torni al paese con le labbra nere i 

Li e la lingua bruciata dai mirtilli. | 
i | 


Bambino, se la tristezza 

non cammina col tuo passo, | 

se il tuo corpo nella sera 

avanti non cade aspettando 

che una mano lo rallenti sul petto, 

io non sono che un inutile 

tr ozioso villeggiante di quindici anni. 

Si Come si snodano a mezzodì | 

le ridenti lucertole in attesa di morire. À 
| 
| 


PORTARE UN SOGNO : 


Fu qualcuno che mi disse delle ginestre. 


Se qualcuno passa per le colline 

mi porti tutte le ginestre che il mattino 

ha ricoperto d’oro, le più giovani E | 
che abbiano ancora le api | 
e il loro ronzio tra i petali; io porterò 
con me questo sogno, in ogni paese 
in ogni casa: « Ecco il mio sogno! ». 
Se dovessi andarmene per una strada 
a e le api non conoscessero il punto dolce | 
della siepe, riportate le ginestre alle colline | 
4 e le api. 


446 


di Oh, è un sogno tanto leggero e profumato 
che neanch’io mi sono accorto di portarlo. vaut 


PER IL NONNO DA 


Vorrei che sulla tua tomba sempre on 
N maturasse il frumento e il suo oro iR 
| si mettesse un gingillo rosso 

per farti sentire l’odore dei campi EX 

e dell’estate che non puoi più vedere. Gi: 

Sei tu che i miei occhi cercheranno 
A nelle stanze silenziose, nel giardino 
tra il biancospino che nasce i 
e nella luce delle rondini. I 
L’autunno è già morto e solo ora 
tu cominci a morire tra noi. ¿A 


LA MORTE DEL PASSERO A 


Tra la citta e le colline. 
Le cicale lo cantano 
| tra la città e le colline. 


Il falco volava sui campi 

e vide il passero fermo nell’erba. 
Il passero sfioriva silenzioso D 
e le piume e l’erba lo incoronavano. | 
Il falco precipito i CB 
e il fuoco dei suoi occhi bruciò l’aria. a 
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Tu sei morto e il falco si e spento 

sulle tue carni in riva al fosso. 

In riva ai sogni brulicano leggere api. 

Il tuo petto si sfoglia ai fragili giochi dei sogni. 
Solo ai sogni 

Tristi fra la città e le colline. 


Il bambino se passa con un ramo il salice 
stretto fresco e umido a lambire A 
metà il mattino e metà il prato i 
non ti vuole toccare non ti vuole vedere. 


La morte depone i corpi sulla terra. 
Passata la carraia, le gaggie, i 3 
il teschio del merlo si allaccia nei cespugli, 
avvizzisce la lunga coda della gazza 

come un trofeo primaverile colto da poco 

e la civetta non e che un oscuro vento invernale 

e Pusignolo e solo un'invisibile abitudine. 


GIGLIO, IL MATTINO DELLA PRIMA COMUNIONE 


Giglio, bianco fiore, la mia prima comunione 
porta della torta in mano e un bambino di nove anni. 


Un cucú mattiniero canta in un rado gelseto 
poi fugge lungo i campi goffamente volando. 
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PARTE PRIMA 


Il pomeriggio della domenica era quieto e caldissimo. 

_ Dopo aver sommariamente riordinato la camera da letto, ella dispo- 
se la sedia a sdraio sul balconcino in modo che il sole le arrivasse solo 
sulle gambe. Distesa, si preparò uno stato d’animo sereno e libero da 
ogni pensiero. Un pomeriggio senza preoccupazioni. 

' Quasi subito il bambino le giunse silenziosamente alle spalle; po- 
nendole le mani sugli occhi e falsando volutamente la voce disse: — 
Chi e?... Indovina chi e?... — 

Niente l’infastidi di più della sensazione delle sue piccole e magre 
mani sporche di terra asciutta sul viso. Sorrise e gli chiese: — Non vai 
più a giuocare?... — 

à Egli fece segno di no con la testa e si sedette sul pavimento del ter- 
razzino picchiettando con un legnetto le sottili aste della ringhiera. 
Stando così accucciato, il capo ripiegato in basso, gli si scorgeva la nu- 


ca abbronzata, liscia e teneramente sporca: — Che caro! — pensò guar- 
dandolo. — È un bambino buono, non bello, ma soave e gentile... pro- 
‘prio soave e gentile... e poi non particolarmente noioso. — Si chino e 


lo baciò sul collo. Sentì sotto le labbra la peluria dei capelli morbida 
come le penne di un passero. Con il dito gli allargò l’imboccatura della 
maglietta e gli solleticò la schiena. Le ossa deHe scapole erano sottili 


‘e tenui: — Mio Dio!... Può rompersi da un momento all’altro... — 
pensò. 

Egli si contorse ridendo: — Lasciami stare... Non vedi che sto 
giuocando?... — piagnucolò rannicchiandosi. 


Ed ella arruffandogli affettuosamente i capelli lo lasciò al suo gio- 
«o stiracchiandosi e riabbandonandosi al sole. 


* 
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| 
Tentò di dormire, ma la calma della domenica e il caldo dilagavano) 


nelle sue membra in un torpore che capì sarebbe degenerato in malin-- 


conia. Si stropicciò gli occhi e sbadigliando si alzò: | 
— Bene — disse. — Vieni che andiamo a fare una passeggiata. —- 


Da basso non c’era nessuno; le stanze erano in penombra, e dalle: 
imposte socchiuse il sole illuminava una lamina sottile ed obliqua dii 
pulviscolo. i; 

Sul cancello, seduto su uno dei bassi pilastri laterali trovarono ill 
figlio del contadino che seguiva con lo sguardo il passaggio veloce *' 
continuo delle macchine. Era un ragazzino di circa sei anni dalla faccia 
rosea e dai capelli biondissimi: sembrava un bambino tedesco. Lo in: 
vitarono ad andare con loro. Nel primo tratto di strada sulla carrozza». 
bile, ella li tenne per mano, ma quando furono dietro alla chiesa, a? 
l’imboccatura di un sentiero, li lasciò liberi e assunse l’andatura della 
passeggiata. I bambini correvano avanti disordinatamente simulando di 
pilotare una macchina da corsa, e tenendo le mani atteggiate a sostenere. 
un immaginario volante, imitavano con la bocca il rombo metallico del 
motore. Ella li seguiva distratta, disturbando con un bastoncino le erbe 
che erano ai lati della stradina, ascoltando un po’ sè un po’ i lore 
discorsi. | 

La salita era breve ma ripida; salendo, la visione del lago calmo € 
pigro sotto il sole diventava subito più vasta, le case si abbassavano. 
si poteva vedere già nel suo insieme la parte del paese che era vicine 
alla riva. Sulla terrazza della casa di fianco alla loro una ragazza in co- 
stume faceva i bagni di sole sdraiata su di un materassino di gomma. 
Nel giardino di una villa accanto donne vaghe e leggere a tenui colori, 
sedevano attorno a un tavolino rotondo su cui anche a distanza si nota- 
va il confortevole e pulito disordine di una colazione elegante appena 
terminata. Ai piedi di una scaletta che finiva nel lago tre uomini ar- 
meggiavano attorno a un motoscafo, e piü in la il lido traboccava di 
gente: era una massa di colore dorato, ferma ma ad un tempo viva e 
vitale. Divertente era osservare i tuffi dal trampolino dei ragazzini, i 
soli che a quell’ora del pomeriggio si tuffassero: il tonfo dall’alto non 
si percepiva, si vedeva il lago silenziosamente spumeggiare in un pun- 
to ed aprirsi, poi allargarsi in circoli lenti. Nella trasparenza chiara 
dell’acqua i corpi, riemergendo, apparivano come figurine umane, ma 
appartenenti ad un mondo subacqueo. 

Ben presto arrivarono ad uno spiazzo erboso, aperto verso il lago 
e limitato da una sottile ringhiera ricurva; davanti alla ringhiera c’era 
una panchina di pietra, ed ella si sedette tenendo sempre tra le mani il 
bastoncino, rigirandolo fra le dita, guardando distratta il panorama. 
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I bambini giocavano. Con le loro grida rivelavano il silenzio del 
pomeriggio. In lei frammenti di pensieri brevi e quieti si formavano e 
ivano subito; nuovi se ne sostituivano, altrettanto rapidi e leggeri: 
i mal di gola di suo figlio... bisognava stare attenti che non sudasse... 
il golf che aveva portato per lui dov’era?... Ali, eccolo! Doveva ri- 
cordarsi che neanche l’indomani avrebbe potuto fare il bagno... nean- 
che col sole... neanche se ci fosse stato un bellissimo sole... un bellis- 
simo sole sulla casa... Alla mattina a una cert’ora il riflesso nell’acqua 
si continuava nelle vetrate della veranda ereando uno seintillio vivido 
e quasi irreale; lo si vedeva solo dal lago nuotando o passando in bar- 
ea o in battello... Passando in battello si scopriva la forma vera della 
casa; da lontano sembrava un’altra, con un che di anonimo e di scono- 
sciuto, anche i colori sembravano diversi a distanza: un rosa e un 
verde più pallido, ma più armonizzati che non da vicino, e poi i due 
cunicoli sul tetto, di cui per un gran pezzo si era ignorata l’esistenza. 
i Che giorno è oggi?... Domenica sì, ma la data?... 26 o 27 luglio...? 
Mah!... Comunque mancano solo nove o dieci giorni alla fine delle 
vacanze... Brutto e noioso. Bisognava ricordarsi anche di mandare una 
cartolina al proprietario della farmacia: — Da me e dal bambino salu- 
ti cordiali. P.S. Perché non venite un giorno a trovarci? — Terribile! 
Una vera fortuna che l’umanità si sia abituata a non prendere in con- 
siderazione questi luoghi: comuni; anzi si era creato un formulario cor- 
tese per far capire appunto ciò che non doveva essere preso in consi- 
derazione. — Perché non venite un giorno a trovarci?... — Apposita- 
mente vago, gentile e impreciso. 
- La sonnolenza le gravava sulle palpebre e in tutto il corpo; si 
alzò, piegò il golf in modo che le rimanesse sotto la testa e si sdraiò 
sull’erba. Il cielo visto stando così sdraiati, era concavo e vasto sopra 
di lei. C’era solo cielo. Il suono sparso delle campane le ricordò i 
loro lontani pomeriggi domenicali: suo padre che leggeva‘ il giornale 
seduto sulla poltrona in veranda, sua madre che aveva sempre qualche 
faccenda da sbrigare anche la domenica, e faceva sentire la pigrizia 
festiva degli altri come una colpa, i lunghi sonni pomeridiani di loro 
ragazzi nelle camere in penombra. 


.. — Che sfacelo! — pensava senza tristezza. — Un gran ordine e una 
gran quiete doveva essere in loro, se con la sola presenza riuscivano a 
creare un equilibrio e un’armonia così perfetta!... — In realtà la vita di 


ognuno doveva essere già da allora ben definita e con un preciso in- 
dirizzo, se alla loro morte ogni legame sembrava non essere mai esistito. 
Quanto di quell’ordine e di quella quiete ciascuno portava ancora 


con sé? 


In sei anni per la prima volta tornava alla casa sul lago per un pe- 
riodo così lungo. Dopo essersi stabilita a Milano con il bambino, aveva 
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preso l’abitudine di venirci solo in occasione delle ricorrenze dei morti. 
Una breve scappata di un giorno e si ritrovavano tutti: sua sorella, suo 
cognato, i fratelli, le loro mogli e i bambini. Si ascoltava la messa nella 
chiesa grande: faceva sempre un gran freddo e si aveva sempre un gran 
sonno: stare inginocchiata per tutto il tempo senza aver fatto colazione 


per lei a un certo punto diventava una cosa quasi insopportabile. Do- 
po la funzione religiosa invece, al cimitero, recitando il rosario davanti. 
alla cappella di famiglia, si era pervasi da una tranquilla calma. Era 
un cimitero allegro, pieno di sole, si godeva la vista del lago: i morti. 
dovevano proprio «riposare in pace ». 

A casa poi si beveva il caffè intorno al tavolo della veranda, e al: 


| 
| 
| 
i 
| 
i 
| 


lora si godevano ancora momenti quasi felici. | 

Tra loro fratelli non si faceva in tempo a ritrovare l’intimità natu 
rale, per cui si stabilivano spontaneamente dei rapporti più da cono- 
scenti che da parenti. Ci si raccontava un po’ della propria vita, ma in 
tono anonimo e impersonale. In queste giornate ci si ricordava sempre. 
di qualche cosa che qui, in qualche angolo della casa doveva esserci. 


una vecchia stoffa che sua madre un tempo teneva richiusa in un certe 


| 


cassetto, con cui fare una gonna per l’inverno; o un vecchio paio di 
scarpe con la suola pesante finite chissà dove, che le poievano servire. 
per quando pioveva. Allora con le cognate saliva di sopra nelle camere 
a rovistare e frugando negli armadi parlavanò degli ultimi abiti fatti, 
o degli acquisti che ciascuna di esse avrebbe voluto fare. — Tu cosa 
dici, metteresti un collo di pelo al mio tailleur dell’anno scorso? —. 
Questa ricerca gioiosa (venivano alla luce oggetti dimenticati e ogni 
cosa aveva il sapore della scoperta) stabiliva tra loro una momentanea 
complicità, così come questi discorsi da donna le rivelavano ancora 
una volta l’unico punto su cui s’incontrassero. Rendendosene conto, 
le veniva voglia di andar via subito. La sua capacità di adeguarsi alle 
persone e mimetizzarsi ai luoghi, era tale che le bastavano poche ore 
per ritrovare intatte le abitudini di una volta. Di questo aveva quasi 
un’inconscia paura. 

Ciò che più la disturbava però era entrare nella propria camera. 
Era stata adattata per i figli di uno dei suoi fratelli; vicino al letto, 
avevano collocato un lettino per il bambino più piccolo. Ogni volta 
era sorprendente per lei il constatare come insignificanti mutamenti po- 
tessero cambiare un’atmosfera; le pareva impossibile che un orsacchiotto 
di pezza in cima all’armadio, una lampadina sul tavolino da notte, 
raffigurante un angioletto che bussava a una porta da cui usciva la 
luce, alcuni indumenti infantili sparsi un po’ dovunque, dessero un’im- 
pronta tutta diversa. Di lei non restava più niente. 

L’ultimo cassetto dell’armadio perd le era ancora riservato. C’erano 
i suoi libri d’università e alcune antologie di letteratura italiana del 
liceo. Ogni anno diceva: — Questi bisogna che li porti a Milano... — 
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ma rimandava sempre alla prossima volta. Li prendeva in mano, li sfo- 
gliava, e sempre trovava qualcosa d’insperato che la faceva sorridere. 
Erano biglietti scritti alla sua amica in classe: — Cara Lavinia, finirà 
‘questa lezione, prima che io e te saremo morte di noia?... Ciao per 
‘sempre tua... —. Annotazioni scherzose in margine ai libri: — Ore 11 
lezione di greco... io sono stufa... —; la barba e i baffi sul volto triste 
e rassegnato di Socrate. — ..Che sciocca, che sciocca..! — si diceva. 
Poi appelli volutamente disperati: — Ti scongiuro cara, vieni oggi a 
casa mia con il libro di fisica a spiegarmi l’elettrolisi dell’acqua che io 
) non ho capito. Se non vieni, io mi getterd nel lago, e tu avrai rimorso 
‘tutta la vita... —. Non aveva voglia di buttar via queste cose. Ritrovava 
biglietti del cinema appositamente conservati perché «legati a fatti im- 
portanti ». Improvvisamente diventava tutto chiaro, ricordava particolari 
di quella data giornata che credeva di avere dimenticato. C’erano tessere 
di una società «Dante Alighieri » il cui significato le era tuttora 
i oscuro, tessera dell’alunna «giovane italiana » n. 43765; fotografie di 


| gite scolastiche: « Ricordo della gita a Lovere della quinta ginnasio 
sez. B ». 


| Stava china a guardare e a riscoprire in sé nuove sensazioni ogni 
volta. Quando si rialzava aveva le gambe piene di puntini pungenti. 
Sua cognata le diceva: — Se hai intenzione di portare questi libri a 
Milano, te li facciamo in un pacco, così si libera anche un cassetto... —. 
Allora una sospettosa diffidenza riaffiorava in lei: volutamente evasiva 
| replicava: — No, non adesso... se mai un’altra volta. Portateli voi un 
| giorno che venite a Milano con la macchina... -- così un po’ per 
spirito di contraddizione e un po’ per avere l’impressione di lasciare 
qui qualche cosa ancora di suo. 


Questi giorni poi in genere finivano in una malinconia neutra, una 
| specie di tristezza annoiata che restava fuori di lei come il dolore di 
un altro, qualche cosa che pur percepita. con tutto il corpo non riu- 
sciva a penetrarla tanto era staccata e lontana. 

Si aggirava per le camere ostentando con se stessa una familiarità 
per tutto ciò che la circondava, già un po’ stonata per essere vera; sa- 
peva dov'erano riposti tutti gli oggetti: in cucina in quale armadio si 
tenevano i piatti, in quale i bicchieri. Era casa sua. Conosceva il cas- 
setto dove c'erano le cordine per legare i pacchi, in quale ripiano della 
scrivania in istudio fossero riposti gli elastici di gomma, le puntine per 
il disegno, la carta gommata; sapeva i segreti più insignificanti della 
casa, eppure le sfuggiva il significato complessivo di essa, proprio come 
chi non appartiene più a un luogo: se aveva bisogno di qualche cosa 
fosse pure un po’ di filo per fermare una smagliatura, sapeva dove 
trovarlo, ma istintivamente chiedeva: — Posso prendere un po’ di 


filo? —. Ormai era casa d’altri. 
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| 
Una delle cose poi che piü la infastidivano e per cui cercava di ren 

. . . sn . "Le . "4 
dersi anonimo tutto il più in fretta possibile era la presenza in quel | 
luogo delle cognate. Verso di esse nutriva sentimenti equivoci e con-} 


y trastanti: un desiderio di essere amata e stimata unito a un senso di 
a disprezzo e di assurda ostilità. Fin dall’inizio, difficile le era stato ) 
4 fissarsi nei loro riguardi in un sentimento ben definito; voleval 

>| rivelarsi e aveva paura, voleva scoprirsi e istintivamente si ritraeva. Si! 


difendeva ostentando una spregiudicatezza che sapeva esse non appro» 
vavano, ma in loro presenza non era mai riuscita a comportarsi con 


libertà. 
Con la nascita del bambino, un nuovo sentimento aveva sensibiliz- 
+ zato la situazione, una specie di pietosa comprensione insincera ed as» 


surda ma così fermamente voluta da sembrare quasi vera. Ella sapeva 

4 che esse in fondo cercavano in tutti i modi di uniformarsi al suo mode 
di pensare ma inutilmente: erano generose con lei, ma appunto perché 

non sentita, questa generosità mancava di una linea di misura: a volte: 
eccedeva in compassione, a volte un’improvvisa e mal celata ct 

tradiva una loro nascosta vergogna per la sua condizione. Il non parlare 

poi mai apertamente di questo aumentava la sensazione di disagio che 

si era creata. Tutto ciò le era parso da prima faticoso e poi addirittura. 
impossibile da sopportare. di 
Andando via lei, i rapporti si erano improntati a una cordialità pit | 

serena e sincera; ma in queste brevi visite, ella ritrovava inalterato un. 

senso opaco e chiuso di ostilità e allora capiva che l’ingiustificato €! 
vecchio rancore che nutriva verso di loro altro non era che gelosia 

| della casa. Esse l’abitavano tutto l’anno, ma con annoiata rassegnazione, 
non l’amavano, era grande, dava molto da fare. Dicevano: — ...il gior- | 
no in cui si potrà prendere un appartamento in città sarà diverso. È 
una casa da venirci solo d’estate, non da passarci tutto l’anno, sco- 
modissima poi per i bambini se devono andare a scuola. — | 
| Questi discorsi davano avvio a ribellioni mai sopite in lei. Era 
3 Punica cosa su cui si trovava d’accordo con i suoi fratelli: la difesa 
della casa. Lo faceva con aggressività. | 


— Gia — le dicevano — tu perd sei andata via... —. 
— Sono andata via per voi... — avrebbe voluto dire. — ...E poi io 
lavoro — obbiettava con un certo disprezzo. 


Si finiva quasi sempre a litigare o meglio ad aver voglia di litigare 
e non farlo per il quieto vivere. 


Nel partire, guardando dal battello la casa allontanarsi e rimpiccio- 

x lire, pensava: — Vivendo ti accorgi che bisogna sempre dimenticarsi 
«ancora » di qualche cosa, per non dover soffrire di rimpianti. — 

Sdraiata sull’erba, socchiudendo ogni tanto gli occhi, guardava di- 

a stratta i bambini giocare; si ricordd del mal di gola di suo figlio e gli 
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comando di non correre troppo. Egli non le rispose, intento com’era 
suo gioco, ed ella li segui nel loro discorso. Simulavano una gara di 
orsa. 11 bambino diceva all’altro: 
— Tu stai qui fermo. Io sono sul motoseafo, quando passo davanti 
te, tu allora parti. — 


— No — rispondeva il figlio del contadino, contrariato. — No, io 
osi non gioco. — 


— Bene, guarda, facciamo in questo modo: tu parti quando io passo 
avanti a quell’albero, — con il dito indicava una pianta poco discosta 
‘ da loro. — Ecco, quando io arrivo li, tu parti... — 
à — No — replicava l’altro ostinato, alzando le spalle — No, neanche 
così... — 


$ 


Sapa Partiamo insieme!?... — proponeva allora il bambino timidamente 
spazientito ma conciliativo. 
— No... parto prima io. — 


_ — Eva bene... — egli diceva rassegnato, lo sguardo già incerto — 
va bene: allora parti prima tu... — 
‘ Ella guardando i lineamenti minuti del suo viso, i capelli tagliati 


corti, l’espressione lievemente sgomenta, senti la tenerezza inondarle 
il corpo col torpore del pomeriggio e l’odore dell’erba. L’incerta mi- 
tezza di lui la colpì con una malinconia quasi colpevole, una volta 
‘ancora scoprendo gli elementi di un’incapacità a difendersi già innata e 
connaturata in lui. Le parve ingiusto che egli mancasse di questa forza, 
a cui piu di un altro avrebbe avuto bisogno, ma non era questa né 
"unica né la più grave delle ingiustizie della vita così prodiga nei com- 


pensi naturali e così avara in quelli spirituali. 

|. Ora li sentiva discutere per stabilire la grossezza dei motoscafi ed 
ella credette di intuire nei suoi atti e nel tono della sua voce un’annoiata 
se pur gentile condiscendenza, come se il gioco non lo interessasse più 
ma lo continuasse solo per accontentare l’altro. 

— Che sciocca — disse riabbandonandosi e chiudendo gli occhi. 

to commetiendo gli errori di quasi tutte le madri; credere che anche 
i moti più profondi dell’animo di mio figlio, mi siano visibili e comu- 
nicabili, chissà forse attraverso i legami del sangue, quando invece, 
proprio perché madre, più che ad ogni altra mi saranno oscuri. — Po- 
vero amore!... — pensava con tenerezza € malinconia. — Ci inganniamo 
vicenda io illudendomi di essergli sufficiente e lui fingendo di cre- 


i 
| 


derci... — 

Ma sapeva che c’era molto tempo ancora prima che egli potesse ren- 
dersi conto della propria solitudine. Come lei prima di chiedersi il mo- 
tivo e la ragione di cid che si muoveva in lui e fuori di lui, doveva 
accumulare in sé molti avvenimenti. Viveva in un mondo suo, un mon- 
do di incantato disordine che la sua piccola mente riordinava adagio 
procedendo per gradi: prima accettare e trattenere poi stupirsi ed even- 


tualmente giudicare. 
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Trasali al rumore delle loro grida. Schiamazzando il bambino era 
corso presso di lei. Aprendo gli occhi scorse la sua faccina da gatto | 
proprio sopra il suo viso. Singhiozzando e ridendo convulso chiedeva | 
per sé e per il suo amico la merenda. Il figlio del contadino chissà per | 
quale nuovo gioco gli dava affettuosi pugni sulla schiena. 


Quando comineid a fare freddo ella li chiamö per tornare. Il sole 
a filo dietro la montagna mandava raggi obliqui, proprio veri raggi. È 
non luce diffusa. 11 lago era increspato, ma le barche a vela viste dal- 
l'alto sembravano immobili sull’acqua. 


A casa i cuginetti appena arrivati dal lido giocavano sulla veranda 
rumorosi ed eccitati. In cucina le cognate aiutavano la donna a prepa: | 
rare il pranzo chiacchierando e commentando scherzosamente gli avve- i 
nimenti della giornata. Le dissero di non preoccuparsi che avrebbere | 
fatto loro. Fu felice di non doversi unire a quelle chiacchiere e a quelle © 
faccende. Era strano perché praticamente si facevano ancora le stesse. 
cose di una volta: ad ogni stagione corrispondeva ancora un’identica 
atmosfera, eppure mancava un che a continuarne anche lo spirito di un 
tempo. Ognuno faceva per proprio conto, ma non ci si sentiva assoluta- 
mente liberi. NI 


| 
i 


Sali di sopra in camera a mettere in ordine il bambino: gli lavö la 
faccia e le mani; egli in piedi su una sedia davanti al lavabo spruzzava 
lacqua intorno, giocava con la schiuma del sapone divertendosi un 
mondo, ridendo arricciava il naso scoprendo i piccoli denti. 

Fu tenera con lui e disposta ad accontentarlo in tutto. Quando fu 
pettinato, ravviato, la maglietta nuova pulita, i calzoncini stirati per 
farlo stare quieto mentre aspettava che anch’ella si preparasse, accon- 
sentì a lasciarlo frugare nella sua borsetta purché ne rovesciasse il con- 
tenuto sul letto senza far cadere niente per terra. 

Dalla finestra si vedeva il lago con i riflessi rosei nel tramonto: 
anche la camera era immersa in una penombra rosea. 

Si sedette alla toilette e spalmatasi con un batuffolo di bambagia 
una crema sul viso, cominciò a massaggiarsi il volto con compiaciuta 
soddisfazione. Nello specchio si riflettevano le fotografie di suo padre 
e sua madre appese alla parete di fronte, l’uno accanto all’altra sopra il 
tavolino da notte. Distogliendo lo sguardo dal suo volto riflesso e po- 
sandolo di sfuggita sul bambino, ne scorse la nuca sottile delicatamente 
piegata sotto i ritratti. Istintivamente si arrestò, la mano sporca di crema 
sospesa a mezz'aria, per il riaffiorare improvviso di una paura già da 
tempo creduta dimenticata. Ripresasi, fu malinconico pensarlo così lon- 
tano da loro, così sconosciuto eppure così inconsciamente già dei loro: 


— È impossibile... — pensava. — Non potrebbero non amarlo mite e 
indifeso com'è... —. Egli era già così sempre stato in lei con gli atteggia- 
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menti che gli amava ripetendo gli stessi modi suoi da bambina, con lo 
Bisso suo sguardo e la sua stessa perplessità. Eppure sapeva che anche 
loro avrebbero potuto parlare di errori e di colpe. 

0 — Ineredibile!... — si diceva. — Certe volte mi sembra di aver ap- 
| partenuto a un mondo diverso. — 

E Ma un leggero fastidio non chiaramente espresso in pensiero si in- 
Sinud in lei disturbandola per tutta la sera... — E se non fossero 
—morti?... — si chiedeva. 


| Dopo pranzo sulla veranda perd era sempre molto bello. Messi a 
letto i bambini, i grandi indugiavano a bere il caffè, e a chiacchierare. 
Le farfalle notturne entravano dalle vetrate aperte e volavano in disor- 
dine attorno alla lampada, i fruscii erano gli stessi di una volta e così lo 
sciacquio del lago sulla scaletta e le luci del paese di fronte. Seduta sulla 
poltrona dove un tempo era solito sedere suo padre, fumando una siga- 
retta e ascoltando in silenzio i discorsi degli altri, ritrovava nell’atmo- 
sfera di quiete che la circondava la sua antica inquietudine e l’insoddi- 
_sfazione mutate e di altra natura ma pur sempre vive ed amare. 
— Un tempo eravamo qui insieme tutti uniti — pensava — sembrava 
sufficiente, eppure non era abbastanza, e adesso il bambino poteva 
sembrare tutto e invece non era ancora abbastanza, forse allora nessuno 
sarebbe mai stato abbastanza; per non sentire la solitudine dunque, ba- 
stava credere e illudersi di non essere soli. 
| A una certa ora gli altri si preparavano per andare a letto. Quel 
particolare rumore delle sedie smosse le era familiare, riudendolo si 
sentiva segretamente felice. Ella amava indugiare ancora da basso, la 
radio accesa che suonava in sordina, certa che la solitudine e il silen- 
«zio la iniziassero a intimi e segreti raccoglimenti, che le immagini si 
facessero più limpide e in esse ritrovasse intatti i ricordi di un tempo., 
Dopo un po’ i fruscii che venivano dal giardino non eran più stormire 
di foglie, ma rumori di passi sulla ghiaia, lo sciacquio assumeva un 
suono sinistro e le falene disegnavano ombre giganti sui muri, noio- 
sissime, trasaliva ad ogni battito d’ala sul vetro della lampada. Di tutto 
ciò che sperava, ritrovava intatta solo la sua paura di una volta. 
Chiudeva allora rabbrividendo i vetri della veranda, alzava il tono 
della radio, tanto per avere l’impressione di una reale seppur invisibile 
presenza, e ogni volta la musica riusciva a mutare la disposizione del 
suo animo. Era subito in preda ad astratti desideri; le piaceva per 
esempio immaginare quello che in quel momento avrebbe fatto se si fos- 
se trevata al mare, dove in fine avrebbe dovuto essere se questa male- 
detta ripartizione dei beni paterni non l’avesse costretta all’ultimo mo- 
mento a mutare programma, e si vedeva ballare su un terrazzo al suono 
di quelle stesse musiche che ora udiva: intorno a lei abiti fluttuanti 
e volti meravigliosi illuminati dalla luna che occhieggiava tra le palme, 
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oppure s’immaginava nuotare di notte con gente sconosciuta € bellissinif 
nella scia luminosa che la luna comparendo tra le palme rifletteva sul- 
l’acqua, o forse ancora sorbire bibite fragranti e colorate in un ritrovo 
fastoso e mondano: la luna confusa alle luci dei lampioni tra il verde,, 
impallidiva la cima delle palme. 

Si rendeva conto di indugiare su queste immagini più che altro) 
per cara abitudine giovanile: queste fantasie erano ormai così lontane? 
da lei, così prive di fascino e di qualsiasi interesse da non indurla ad| 
andare più in lá dei soliti schemi banali e fissi in cui la luna e le pal. 
me giocavano la parte più importante nell’elemento natura. Cionone-- 
stante si sentiva defraudata di qualche cosa, e in preda a ingiustificato) 
furore verso i suoi fratelli, come se costringendola a venire qui, aves: 
sero interrotto il corso del suo destino rendendola vittima di chissä 
quali occasioni perdute. Si abbandonava a questi pensieri con ansia 
rabbiosa e impotente ma osservando la propria ombra allungata sul. 


il 


muro, i suoi risentimenti svanivano in quiete riflessioni: sorridends) 
pensava che in fine trovandosi al mare avrebbe avuto voglia e imma: 
ginato di essere in qualsiasi altro luogo, magari qui, e che qui aveva | 
voglia di essere altrove, che era inutile allora spostare al di fuori di sé! 
stessi le proprie inquietudini. Ciascuno in qualsiasi posto fosse, ritre-. 
vava di sé sempre quest’unica e fedele compagna, sia prodotta dalla; 
luce della luna su di un mare anche il più vasto e lontano sia provocata 
dalla quieta luce della lampada della propria casa. | 
Sempre e solo un’ombra allungata. 


La ripartizione dei beni paterni fin dal primo giorno del suo arrivo, 
era stata oggetto di infinite discussioni, cominciate, rimandate, interrotte, 
e poi riprese senza mai riuscire a concludere niente. Dapprima sembrava. 
la cosa più semplice del mondo, un accordo che si sarebbe raggiunto 
in serata, invece ogni volta nuove questioni davan l’avvio ad altre sem-. 
pre più complesse e contorte. Il fatto era che per prima cosa si sarebbe 
dovuto stabilire se dividere anche la casa o no, ma l’argomento era 


sempre evitato o aggirato e quando se ne faceva cenno: — Prima met- 
tiamo a posto queste cose... — veniva risposto evasivamente; oppure: —- 
Cosa c’entra adesso la casa... — così era come costruire senza una base 


e si continuava a discutere senza mai venire a capo di nulla. 
Finalmente si giunse a una conclusione e il fratello maggiore un 


giorno a colazione disse: — Ho fissato per oggi l’appuntamento con 
A : È 2 3 
l’avvocato per la firma; mi raccomando di essere puntuali. — 

— Che noia... — pensò. — È una settimana che sono qui e non 


sono ancora riuscita né a fare un bagno di sole né una bella nuotata 
nel lago... — 


Nel pomeriggio si ritrovarono tutti come stabilito. Ella li raggiunse 
e attesero qualche minuto in un’anticamera severa e lussuosa. C’era 
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ache sua sorella ed ella fu molto felice di rivederla pur riprovando 
on dispiacere un leggero disagio: la fatica del ritrovarsi. 

L’avvocato li introdusse in uno studio fresco e in penombra. Chiese 
e tutti erano d’accordo sul come avevano disposto le cose e se non 
vevano niente da dichiarare. Della casa si era deciso che ciascuna delle 
nattro famiglie ne avrebbe usufruito a proprio piacimento; la riparti- 
ione riguardava solo il rimanente dei beni. 

A lei riconfermarono la proprietà dell’appartamento a Milano che 
aveva dato in affitto subito dopo la nascita del bambino: a sua sorella 
‘altro appartamento in città, e ai fratelli terreni per un valore pari. 
u tentata fino all’ultimo di obbiettare se non le sarebbe spettato di più, 
inunciando per esempio all’uso della casa, ma per una sorta di timo- 
rosa pigrizia, preferì non ritornare più sull’argomento; in realtà, non 
edeva l’ora che queste formalità fossero finite. Pensava che con le ot- 
antamila lire di affitto dell’appartamento e le settanta del suo impiego 


vi 


lei e suo figlio avevano fin allora vissuto con una certa larghezza. E 
poi il bambino avrebbe potuto tornare ancora alla casa magari d’estate 
er ne avesse avuto voglia. 

Come mise la firma, le si strinse il cuore; sorridendo pensava: 
— E un po’ come quando ritrovi l’uomo che ami e ti ha lasciato, e ti 
chiede di restituirgli le lettere. E il momento che devi smettere di 
perare. 


Il giorno dopo trascorsero le prime e forse uniche ore veramente 
elici della loro villeggiatura. La sera precedente era stata organizzata 
una gita in montagna per il mattino successive. Dopo molte incertezze 
malgrado l’insistenza di tutti perché vi partecipasse con il bambino, 
decise di rimanere a casa e godere finalmente una giornata completa di 
acqua e sole. 

Al mattino furono svegliati dal particolare silenzio e dalla quiete 
he regnavano nella casa e indugiando nel letto, guardando dalla fine- 
stra il cielo limpido e terso e un pezzetto di lago fermo e lucente pre- 
gustó felicita antichissime in lei: quella di disporsi a godere del sole 
dell’acqua e della libertá insieme a tutti i piaceri del mondo: la barca, 
P salvagente americano e il canotto di gomma. 

«Ogni cosa a loro disposizione e senza alcuna spesa. 

Dopo la prima colazione si preparò come per un rito, con la me- 


i 


| ticolosa cura che i pigri mettono in queste cose. 

_ Portd i cuscini delle poltrone che erano in veranda fuori sul prato 
e li dispose a formare un materassino in modo che stendendosi l’erba 
non la pungesse. In costume sdraiata col dorso al sole, i gomiti ap- 
poggiati sul morbido, il libro che aveva portato da leggere aperto 
davanti, la crema per la pelle e lo specchio vicino a lei. Niente che 
potesse desiderare ancora, niente di cui dovesse aver bisogno che non 


fosse a portata di mano. 
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Il bambino presso di lei, chino giocava da solo con la terra. Dag 
slips cortissimi, la schiena incurvata per la posizione, gli disegnava u 
arco grazioso. Con una paletta raccoglieva la terra e ne faceva mue 
chietti ordinati. Ogni tanto interrompendo il gioco si alzava e avv 
cinandosi le chiedeva: — Mamma, posso andare a prendere l’acqua?... 
Ella distogliendo gli occhi dal libro lo guardava: la testa eretta s 
Pesile collo, il corpo magro in cui le ossa dei fianchi trasparivano li 
vemente sotto la pelle ombreggiandola ai lati, le braccia scostate das 
corpo: in una mano il secchiello, nell’altra la paletta, le gambe fermi 
ma già atteggiate al movimento, c’era in tutta la sua figura un che di 


armonioso e di tenero. 4 
Vedendo la sua impazienza, ridendo gli diceva: — Vai pure... 
prima dammi un bacio... —. Ed egli gia slanciatosi alle prime parok 
di lei verso i gradini della scaletta, ritornava di corsa: — Lasciami al 

dare — piagnucolava —. Non vedi che ho fretta?... — 


Adagio il sole era salito nel cielo. A poco a poco comincid ; 
sentire la schiena bruciarle, doveva essere tutta arrossata, le ee | 
dall’erba si erano arrampicate sui cuscini, solleticandole le gamle 
bisognava continuamente scacciarle; i gomiti sempre nella stessa po: 
sizione le si erano indolenziti, e il riflesso del sole sul bianco delli 
pagina le dava fastidio agli occhi: vedeva tutte le parole prima rosse 
e poi verdi. In un minuto tutte queste sensazioni arrivarono al massima 
della sua capacità di sopportazione. Non ne poteva già più. Il caldd 
era anche dentro di lei, perfino nei suoi polmoni, le impediva quasi 
di respirare. L’immobilità e il sudore le fecero desiderare l’acqua frese: 
e pulita e la gioia di muoversi nuotando. Chiuse il libro e si girè 
impigrita e lenta sulla schiena. Il sole era sempre fisso e inesorabiid 
sopra di lei: neanche con gli occhi chiusi si riusciva a sopportarlo 

Si alzò in piedi stiracchiandosi. Il bambino osservando i suoi mo; 
vimenti le chiese ansioso: — È ora mamma?... Andiamo a fare i 
bagno?... — A 

— Si — gli rispose. — Vai a prendere il salvagente e il canotio 
che andiamo... — 

Stando in piedi si accorse che una leggera brezza si era levata: 
muovendosi si stava subito di nuovo benissimo; il caldo del sole d 
prima e questo gradevole fresco sulla pelle. 

Allacciandogli alla vita il salvagente gli disse ridendo: — Se an 
neghi grida, che io mi butto dentro e ti salvo subito... — 

— Perché?... tu non vieni? — domandava il bambino battend« 
i piedi sulla ghiaia pregustando gia la delizia dell’acqua. 

Ella era di nuovo incerta: — Mah... adesso sento se è fredda... — 
Gettò dalla ringhiera il canotto di gomma e prendendo il bambino pe 
mano discesero insieme la scaletta. 
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__ L’acqua era freddissima. Per spaventarlo gli diceva: — Adesso ti 
utto dentro... — 

Ridendo convulso e aggrappandosi alle sue gambe gridava eccitato: 
— No... no... vado da solo!... — ma come provava con il piede la 
emperatura dell’acqua si ritraeva subiio lanciando grida rabbrividite. 
nfine in uno sforzo, tenendosi aggrappato all’ultimo gradino s’im- 
merse del tutto con una smorfia che fu prima di dolore, ma si mutò 
subito in riso nervoso. Con il fiato corto per il freddo, ma felice, le 
diceva: — Se non vieni dentro in fretta, ti bagno... — battendo le 
nani sull’acqua sollevava spruzzi lucenti. Spilli durissimi le arrivarono 
ulla schiena calda. Rabbrividendo si fece coraggio e si tuffò di testa. 
Risalì sott'acqua fin dove era lui aggrappato ancora con le mani ai 
gradini e prendendolo delicatamente per Ja vita, riemergendo e solle- 
candogli con il naso la schiena gli diceva: — Ma io adesso ti am- 
mazzo... ti ammazzo. Farmi entrare con questo freddo... —. Egli rideva 


e si divincolava felice. Si divertirono moltissimo. Dopo un po’ erano 


già abituati alla temperatura dell’acqua, anzi sembrava quasi calda; 
ella lo fece salire sul canotto e nuotando lo spinse verso il largo te- 
endo con una mano il bordo di gomma. 

. Ricordando i loro giuochi di ragazzi si stupi di trovarsi lì per la 
prima volta da sola con lui: — Non è passato un gran tempo!... — 


Il lago era azzurro e argenteo nel mezzogiorno. Com’era sempre 
| guale in questa stagione a quest’ora! A Milano lo pensava sempre 
Quando furor;o lontano dalla riva, sali ella pure sull’imbarcazio- 
ne, remando con la paletta adagio tornarono indietro. 

Fu contenta, dopo, di aver fatto il bagno: sdraiata di nuovo al sole 
sull’erba, le gocce asciugavano sul suo corgo solleticandole la pelle. 
Fecero colazione in veranda senza cambiarsi coi costumi ancora bagnati 
indosso e i capelli gocciolanti. Il bambino avvolto in un enorme ac- 
cappatoio di spugna, sembrava un uccello in un campo di cotone dopo 


che ha piovuto. 


i Verso sera tornarono i cuginetti arrossati per il sole, sporchi e ac- 
caldati. Entrarono vociando e la casa fu subito piena di una vitalità 
rumorosa ed infantile. Mostrarono al bambino i fiori che avevano colto, 
gli dicevano sinceramente rincresciuti: — Hai fatto male a non venire... 
dovevi vedere che bello!... —; gli raccontarono quello che avevano visto 
ed egli ascoltava attento e ammirato: — Non andate più?... — doman- 
dava. — Non andate un’altra volta?... — 

— Certo che andiamo — rispondevano. — Vero mamma che an- 
diamo ancora la settimana ventura?... — 

Le cognate erano morte dalla stanchezza, si erano buttate sulle pol- 
trone della veranda affrante e sudate. 
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— Si... si andremo, ma adesso andate di sopra a prenderci le pan- 
tofole... — | || 
Ella capi che quella sera sarebbe spettato a lei aiutare la donna pen 


il pranzo. Andò in cucina a infilarsi un grembiule brontolando ma sa- | 


: NR. | 
pendo di essere ingiusta. | 
__ Maledizione... — diceva tra sè, concedendosi il piacere di sen- | 


i 
A 


tirsi vittima, — si viene in campagna per riposare e bisogna ancora | 
dedicarsi alle faccende domestiche... — - 

Apparecchid la tavola e dispose qua e lá gruppetti di fiori, ironiz- || 
zando sulle proprie virtù di donna di casa. | 


Dopo pranzo furono tutti d’accordo d’andare a letto quasi subito. | 
I bambini erano turbolenti e noiosissimi. Anch’ella sentiva il sonno | 
pesarle sulle palpebre, il sole preso durante la giornata le scottava la | 
faccia e la schiena; c’era in lei una stanchezza nervosa che preludeva | 
a una notte inquieta, sapeva che avrebbe stentato ad addormentarsi mi i 
preferiva lo stesso salire in camera. Cercò il suo libro e chiamato ill 
bambino: — Buona notte — disse — Io vado a letto. — 

Suo fratello maggiore che seduto al tavolo leggeva il giornale, sol- | 
levando la testa le chiese: Ti dispiace scendere un momento non ap- 


pena hai messo a letto tuo figlio?... — 


Ella lo guardò subito diffidente e in sospetto. — Perché...? Cosa 
vuoi?... — gli domandò incerta. ; 
— Niente — rispose lui. — Volevo solo parlarti un momento. — 


_ Salendo le scale di sopra, mentre macchinalmente preparava il. 
bambino per la notte rispondendo distratta alle sue domande, cerca-. 
va infastidita e lievemente inquieta d’immaginare ciò che suo fratello. 


poteva volere da lei. Riandando col pensiero ai loro insinceri rappor- 
oS - e o wae 3 CORI 
ti, improvvisamente di tutto un passato vivere insieme, del loro gio- | 

= EA : i 
care, del loro litigare, del loro essere cresciuti partecipando alle stesse | 


cose, non ebbe in mente altro che il timbro della sua voce al telefono | 
e i loro colloqui attraverso l’apparecchio in questi ultimi sei anni 
di separazione: il modo spavaldo di lui nel salutare senza mai dire | 
a 
4! 


prima il nome, il suo affrettato interesse per il bambino: — Come sta?... 
e tu?... come va il lavoro?... hai bisogno di niente?... Siamo qui a | 
Milano a pranzo, adesso andiamo a teatro, — M 

Il suo tono di voce le sembrava sempre volutamente provocatorio. 
Ella era subito in preda ad assurde fisime: — Vedi?... — le sembrava 
volesse dirle — Così si divertono e vivono le coppie assennate, ben 
assortite e riconosciute... —. Quando riattaccava il ricevitore era piena di 
ingiustificato risentimento. E poi durante le feste natalizie sempre e 
ancora la sua voce: — Ti ho telefonato per farti gli auguri. Vuoi fare 
natale con noi?... — 
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— No... grazie, non importa... — rispondeva con improvvisa e mal- 
« Célata timidezza. 
ui — Bene!... sempre la solita orgogliosa vero?... — 
: Come al solito egli non capiva mai niente. Ella avrebbe voluto 
forse sentirlo solo insistere un po’: — Ti prego... perché non vieni?... 
: abbiamo già preparata la camera... ci siamo tutti, manchi solo tu, fa 
brava... —. Il suo non accettare allora avrebbe avuto almeno un va- 


a sicuro. Ci sarebbe stata in lei la certezza di non voler veramente 
andare; così invece le restava un fondo di insoddisfatta amarezza e 
l'impressione forse inventata ma lo stesso terribile di non essere voluta. 
eanche il costoso regalo che il resto della famiglia riunita donava 
al bambino era sufficiente a convincerla del contrario e ad indurla ad 
accettare la parte di torto che sapeva di avere. 
y Quando ridiscese da basso, questi pensieri erano già tutti in lei 
confusi alla noia e al fastidio di dover discutere, adesso che le era 
venuta voglia di andare a letto. 
if — È per il bambino... — le disse lui entrando subito in argomento. 
— Ora che sei qui, si potra una buona volta parlarne. Che cosa hai 
intenzione di fare?... — 
2 — Come cos'ho intenzione di fare?... — ripeté sorpresa e un poco 
allarmata. 
i — Ma si... — riprese lui con una leggera insofferenza. — Questo 
anno andrà a scuola e bisogna cominciare a pensarci seriamente... — 
«| — E va bene... andrà a scuola come tutti gli altri, e ci penserò io 
come ho fatto fino adesso. — Gli disse con tono di malcelata sufficienza. 
.. — Mi sembra tra l’altro — replicò lui —- che un po’ di umiltà 
non ti nuocerebbe e che il tuo atteggiamento di spavalderia sia del 
tutto fuori luogo. Ti sarai resa conto almeno adesso di aver fatto una 
sciocchezza; allora eri giovane e ti abbiamo anche scusata, ma ormai 
non è più il caso di comportarsi da bambini... — 
È Mentre egli parlava ella sentiva vampate di caldo salirle alla fac- 
cia attraverso tutto il corpo. Stupidamente si sorprese a chiedersi: — 
Sarà il sole di oggi o la rabbia questo gran calore?... —. Ma tutti i suoi 
pensieri in superficie erano pieni di odio e di risentimento per lui. 
Non sapeva neanche cosa rispondere, lo ascoltava immobile copren- 
dolo mentalmente di insulti. 

Egli non vedendo alcuna reazione, accolse il silenzio di lei come 
un consenso alle sue parole. Fattosi più sicuro di sé riprese in tono 
perentorio: 

— Allora cos’hai intenzione di fare?... — 

— Come cos’ho intenzione di fare... — gridò questa volta fremendo 
di rabbia. — Cosa faccio di meno di quello che tua moglie fa per i 
vostri figli?... Non è allevato bene come loro?... Anzi meglio di loro 


direi, molto piú educato almeno. lo lavoro tutto il giorno; cosa credi, 
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che lo faccia per amore della farmacia?... Lo faccio per lui!... Fino} 
adesso @ andato all’asilo ed & stato curato meglio dei tuoi che passa 
no la vita in istrada; quest’anno andrà a scuola e ci penserd io. 
Del resto — prosegui nell’atto di uscire dalla stanza con le lagrime agli Î 
occhi — è inutile che tu adesso venga qui a fare il protettore. Nor | 
ti sei mai curato di me in tutti questi anni, né io tra l’altro ho mai 
tenuto conto della tua opinione, è facile adesso fare il moralista, soll | 
perché sei dalla parte dei più. Recita almeno bene, e non far capire | 
che ti piace troppo la tua parte. E poi cosa sto qui a discutere con te... i 
interessati dei fatti tuoi e va al diavolo... — 

Si penti quasi subito delle sue parole: — Ecco — pensava — come 2 
ci si abitua in poco tempo anche ad essere liberi e ad agire come più 
ci piace senza rendere conto di niente a nessuno, non si sopporta più 
neanche un’osservazione. — Fu anche disgustata di sé, perché sapeva 
che tutto sommato solo a lui avrebbe osato rispondere così. Gli fu inti 
mamente grata perciò che egli la trattenesse per un braccio impedendole > 
di uscire, gli fu grata anche del tono villano con cui reagi alle sue 
parole; così erano su uno stesso piano: — Di te non m’importa niente 

— le disse — ma è del bambino che mi preoccupo: tu lo so che sei! 
matta, ma finché le tue originalità e i tuoi colpi di testa si, riflettone) 
su di te, non m'interessa, ma quando c’è di mezzo un’altra persona: 
che paga i tuoi errori e le tue sconsideratezze e questa e anche un 
bambino, allora si che m'interessa e mi domando come pud crescere 
affidato alle tue cure. — 

Queste parole le bruciarono l’anima. Si senti vuota e sola, quasi 
senza più corpo. La tristezza che la invase era vasta e lontana, piena del- 
le ingiustizie e delle incomprensioni del mondo, era quasi una nau:! 
sea. Penso al bambino di sopra che dormiva, anch’egli gia cosi da 
solo. Sedutasi al tavolo, cominciò a piangere tenendo la testa nascosta. 
Era come se avessero scoperto e svelato la sua segreta debolezza, lei po-| 
teva pensarla, giudicarla ed eventualmente temerla, ma gli altri noi! 
e poi sentiva che non era ancora così, perché nei loro discorsi c’era-! 
no sempre le stesse parole: errori da pagare, colpe, leggerezze, non! 
come cose di cui fossero convinti, ma solo come abitudini; sotto, non 
detta si nascondeva la loro paura ad andare contro queste abitudini. 
Per lei si trattava di cose pensate, tenute in serbo, sperimentate ed 
anche temute. 


— È inutile piangere... — pensava. — E” come trovarsi su due 
diversi pianeti. A volte la logica della gente di buon senso è quasi 
turpe. — 

Egli vedendola singhiozzare abbandonata, scrollando la testa nel- 
l’uscire le disse: — Chi è causa del suo male, pianga su se stesso. — 

Che idiota!... che idiota!... — pensò. 


Rimasta sola, le lagrime, lo eee e la sua stessa tristezza si esau- 
rirono in stanchezza e noia. 
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Il giorno dopo era brutto tempo. Il lago appariva quasi nero e 
nuvole dense e grigie nascondevano le montagne. 
à Scendendo da basso per la prima colazione le parve d’intuire una 
atmosfera volutamente non tesa; capi che suo fratello a letto doveva 
Es raccontato tutto alla moglie e insieme dovevano aver commentato 

risultati del colloquio avuto con lei la sera precedente e che proba- 
bilmente anche gli altri erano già stati informati dalle sue reazioni. 
Credette di scoprire nella loro abituale gentilezza un senso di tratte- 


muta compassione e di esagerata generosità: — Al diavolo!... — diceva 
à sé mangiando in silenzio, incerta sul come comportarsi: — Al dia- 
volo tutti!... — 


Ebbe voglia di andare a Milano subito, di riprendere la sua vita 
quieta e serena, di trovarsi in libertä con la gente che le era amica, di 
Bi anche e di occuparsi solo del bambino e di lei. 

«| — Mio Dio!... — pensava. — E questa dopo tutto è la mia 
ea — 


Nel pomeriggio fu deciso di prendere la macchina e di accompa- 
Dare i bambini al cinema. Ella rifiutó con cortesia, ma lasció andare 
suo figlio; ormai trovava inutile qualsiasi sforzo per mostrarsi gen- 


ae CE . . x 
tile, l’unica cosa da fare era comportarsi come più le faceva comodo. 


> Quando smise di piovere, uscì per una passeggiata. Rifece la sa- 
lita della domenica precedente, e arrivata al belvedere si fermò a guar- 
dare. Appoggiate le mani alla ringhiera, sentì che era fredda e bagnata, 
anche sulla panchina nelle anfrattuosità del sasso, c’erano pozzette di 


acqua. Tutti i colori sembravano spenti e come assorbiti dalle cose. Era 


un quadro triste e bruttissimo. Più che malinconica si sentiva in- 
fastidita e scontenta, un po’ per se stessa e un po’ per gli altri. Ma 
Do il tetto grigio della propria casa e le finestre che di li si 
‘potevano. scorgere, ci fu in lei la nostalgia di non farne più parte e il 
disgusto che tutti i ricordi le venissero sciupati. Ogni pietra qui aveva 
un suo significato e per quanti sforzi facesse le era impossibile di- 
menticarsene. Pensava: — Puoi scordare un amore per quanto grande 
sia, rivedere i luoghi dove si è svolto senza trasalire, ma non la casa 


paterna. E inutile, i genitori nascono e muoiono con noi... — 
| Decise di fermarsi ancora solo per qualche giorno. L’insofferenza 
a vivere con loro aumentava di ora in ora. Giustificava la sua incapa- 
cità a tollerare queste situazioni, convincendosi che ormai le vacanze 
erano finite e meglio sarebbe stato tornare a Milano prima per mettere 
‚in ordine la casa. 

Agli altri disse che preferiva antieipare la partenza dovendo si- 
stemare alcune faccende, né si curò di essere più o meno creduta. 

Le proposero di lasciare ancora per qualche mese il bambino, ed 
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ella fu combattuta tra l’orgoglio e l’idea che tutto sommato un prolun- | 
gamento delle vacanze non poteva che giovargli. Pensò che a un certa |. 
punto, l’essere orgogliosi diventava un lusso che si potevan permette- | 
re pochi, forse solo i ricchi, gli unici che potessero giocare senza | 
calcolo anche sui sentimenti meno importanti. Acconsenti quindi al 
lasciarlo; sarebbe venuta lei stessa a prenderlo alla fine del mese pros- | 
simo. Quando giunse il momento di partire, vedendo il bambino pian- 
gere sgomento, dovette far un grande sforzo per convincersi che l’aveva | 
fatto solo per il suo bene. Fra la prima volta che si separavano, ed | 
egli aggrappandosi alle sue ginocchia non voleva lasciarla andar via, | 
Abbracciandolo gli diceva: — Fai il bravo... a Milano è brutto, c’è gia 
la nebbia, qui puoi ancora fare i bagni, e poi la settimana ventura. 


vai con loro a fare quella bella gita in montagna... — 
Egli non udiva ragioni. Le zie cercavano di calmarlo offrendogli bi- 
scotti e dolci; le dispiaceva di vederlo piangere, ma si sentì importan- | 
te e indispensabile a lui. 
Prima di uscire passò in istudio da suo fratello per salutarlo. ì 
Sorridendo le disse: — Non potevi fermarti ancora un po?...? — 
— Ma te l’ho detto... — rispose lei un po’ vergognosa di vedersi | 
smascherata. — Ho da fare a Milano... — 


— Si... sí... — fece lui ironico, bonario. — Non è la prima volta | 


che ci accorgiamo che la nostra compagnia non ti è gradita... — 
Si sentì litigiosa e antipatica. Gli disse fingendosi scherzosa: — 
Immagino che in mia assenza farai da padre all’orfano... Curalo bene, | 
mi raccomando... e pensa al suo futuro di scolaro... — 
— Va all’inferno!... — replicò lui offeso. | 
— Ti prego non litighiamo... — implorò infantilmente temendo | 
di aver esagerato. — Grazie di tutto, arrivederci... — | 
Milano era sempre bella per chi l’amava. In ogni stagione aveva un | 
suo fascino particolare che resisteva intatto anche con il sole sull’asfal- 
to, con il caldo che trasudava dai muri nel silenzio vibrato delle prime 
ore del pomeriggio, con la nebbia sottile che appesantiva l’atmosfera. 
C’era sempre lo stesso senso di affettuosa protezione, bastava un nien- | 
te: il colore vivace delle tovagliette sui tavolini dei caffè, il verde attuti- | 


to e polveroso degli alberi su uno sfondo di case in costruzione, o un 
cielo quasi stinto rigato dai fili dei tram. Milano in agosto erano i 
vigili in mezzo alle piazze vestiti in bianco, o gli stranieri a gruppi 
che guardavano il duomo. Una delle cose che sempre la colpivano tor- 
nando dalla villeggiatura, era che affacciandosi alla finestra del suo ap- 
partamento le pareva aumentata la distanza della strada. Gli uomini 
e le macchine risultavano piccolissimi. 

La settimana successiva al suo arrivo riprese a lavorare. Il lavoro 
in farmacia era poco e lento, non si aveva quasi mai niente da fare. 
Nelle prime ore del pomeriggio, le tende abbassate sulle vetrine ri- 
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flettevano all’interno una luce gialla e pigra, le giornate non passavan 
mai; nonostante il caldo veniva voglia di uscire e di andare a spasso. 
Non sembrava possibile che le vacanze fossero proprio finite. 

Il proprietario della farmacia era nervoso e bonariamente irritato 
— diceva: — Se penso che prima di andare in ferie un’altra volta 
deve passare ancora un anno, mi vien voglia di mandare all'aria tutto. 


Gli proponeva scherzosa: — Perché non vende la farmacia e si 
Yitira in riviera?... — 


: Egli affettuosamente indignato rispondeva: — Già... dopo chi man- 
tiene la mia famiglia?... — 

Nonostante questo discorso l’avessero fatto mille volte sempre con 
Ho stesso tono, ella restava ogni volta lievemente sconcertata e stupita: 
lo sapeva proprietario oltre che di quella farmacia anche di tre case 
al centro di Milano, pure lo vedeva lavorare senza mai concedersi un 
istante di riposo. 


Gli diceva allora prendendolo in giro: — Oh... con tutti i soldi che 
ha lei... — 
— Se sapesse signora... — le rispondeva facendosi improvvisamente 
‘serio — quante spese e quante tasse!... — 


Ella conosceva già tutte le sue risposte e sorrideva tra sé ascoltando- 
lo affettuosamente. ; 


In farmacia, oltre al proprietario, lavoravano con lei due giovani 
dottori da poco laureati. Erano anch’essi appena tornati dalle ferie pit 
belli e abbronzati con quella punta di leggera spavalderia e sicurezza 
in se stessi che lascia per qualche tempo la villeggiatura. Portavano 
‘sotto il camice, camicie bianche e azzurre che lasciate negligentemente 
‘aperte sul davanti mettevano in risalto la doratura della pelle confe- 
rendo loro un fascino nuovo di cui erano perfettamente coscienti. 

Dei due, uno non era sposato, l’altro aveva moglie e un bambino. 
Si sfottevano continuamente seguendo una schema di spirito fisso, sfrut- 
tando sempre l'argomento della loro reciproca e diversa condizione. 
Spesso li ascoltava assecondando i loro discorsi: — Allora signora, come 
ha passato le vacanze? Dove è stata? Cosa ha fatto? — 

Le piaceva con loro darsi un po’ l’aria di vittima. Rispondeva sen- 
za troppa convinzione: — Oh cosa vuole?!... io con il bambino... —. 
Aderiva all'immagine che essi si erano fatta di lei. 


Quello scapolo poi si rivolgeva a quello sposato: — E tu? — gli 
chiedeva. — Con le donne come stavi a Rimini?... Belle eh... le ro- 
magnole?.. Ti piacevano vero?... E la moglie?... Cosa diceva tua 
‚moglie?... — 

— Va all’inferno!... — ribatteva l’altro scherzosamente irritato. — 
Mai una sera, dico una sera a ballare, sempre il bambino, il bambino 


il bambino... Mio Dio che vacanze!... — 
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— Ah... l’hai voluta la moglie bella e povera — incalzava il col. 
lega. — Mai sposarsi!... Guarda me, se mi sposo lo faccio solo con la | 
donna ricca. Io al mare ho fatto il conto che non sono mai andato. 
a letto una sera prima delle quattro! Che giornate!... e che notti! — 
aggiungeva alzando gli occhi al cielo. | 


La sera senza il bambino le mancavano le abitudini solite, lavar D, 
svestirlo, metierlo a letto, aspettare che si addormentasse. Perfino la | 
abitudine alle parole le mancava: — Su da bravo... Vai a letto... Non) 
più di cinque minuti... — eccetera. Non sapeva proprio come passa 
le serate. 

Si aggirava inquieta per la casa, scendeva al bar di fronte a ber 
un caffè, lo consumava in piedi e poi risaliva con una vaga e inespre 
sa sensazione di attesa. Non sapendo cosa fare si svestiva e svogliat 
mente andava a letto cercando di allontanare la fastidiosa impressione 
di star sciupando del tempo prezioso. 

Una di queste sere vuote e noiose in cui il telefono silenzioso im 
provvisamente si rivelava di un’inutilità quasi viva ed ostile, si ricor. 
dò di alcuni suoi compagni universitari coi quali era in rapporti di 
vecchia amicizia. Erano giovani in gamba, pieni di attività svariate ei 
animati da pregevoli ambizioni: stavano mesi senza vedersi, ma nou 
e’era più bisogno della quotidianità per trovarsi bene quando capitava: 
che si incontrassero. Telefono, e da allora per tutto il mese vennere, 
quasi ogni sera. Per essi nutriva un sentimento di tenerezza materna 
non esente da un lieve senso di colpa. Dicevano di lei: Se tutte le 
donne fossero come te, la società andrebbe già meglio... — | 


A questa affermazione trasaliva sempre. Per stabilire almeno con, 
loro la verità e per farsi un’idea di sé tale che ripensandoci potesse 


dire: «E veramente così... » ribatteva con energia: — Ma no... vil 
sbagliate, cosa faccio di particolare?... — ; i} 

Essi la guardavano incerti se scherzasse 0 meno: — Credi che mol:! 
te si sarebbero prese le responsabilita che ti sei presa tu?... — le die, 
cevano. 


Ella con lo sguardo più che con le parole cercava di convincerli 
che qui appunto stava l’errore, che non era questione di forza o di co- 


scienza, ma che certe volte era la vita che risolveva da sola le si- 
tuazioni. | 


Quando tentava di spiegare queste cose essi l’ascoltavano sorriden- 
do: — Pensa di te tutto quello che vuoi, ma va avanti cosi che va 
bene. — le rispondevano. | 

Trascorrevano le serate in casa, sul balconcino della cucina con la 
luce spenta; aveva piovuto, l’aria si era rinfrescata; sotto di loro le 
foglie degli alberi che fiancheggiavano il viale ricevevano il riflesso me- 
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tallico dell’insegna al neon del bar; il rosso delle sigarette punteg- 4 
va le loro voci che si sperdevano nella penombra in un fitto brusio. 
Discutevano di letteratura di cinema e di politica. I loro discor- 
si le lasciavano sempre un senso di sfiducia che spesso sfociava nella 
noia. Capiva una volta di più come non fosse a posto, ma non riusciva 
che vagamente a intuirne il perché. Essi impostavano la loro vita da 
un punto di vista sociale, ed ella cercando di seguire le frasi, i pensieri 
e le parole a un certo punto sentiva di appartenere a una realta tutta 
diversa dalla loro. Intendeva il significato dei concetti, ma non riusciva 
a penetrarli in quanto andavano al di là dei suoi problemi immediati. 
Soprattutto riguardo al lavoro, confrontando i loro fini coi propri, av 
vertiva delle fratture e dei vuoti incolmati. Le dicevano: — Non devi er 
LL. solo a te, c'è tutta una classe che lavora per te... 3 
Certe volte si provava a prenderli in giro, a portare il ae su 
un piano scherzoso, in realtä sapeva che avevano ragione, ma pensava 
m queste cose non potessero riguardare anche lei. Da anni cercava 
di rendere meno vaghi e oscuri questi problemi, ma alla base di tali 
confusioni intuiva esserci una tradizione sbagliata. Di positivo c’era 2 


che più in la di sé stessa non riusciva ad andare. 
«q 


y . . . 
i Fu un mese d’agosto caldissimo e noioso. Quando fu passato sem- 
brò trascorso in un lampo, ma a ricordare certe cose, come il lago il A 


sole i bagni, pareva intercorsa in mezzo un’eternità. 
In farmacia le consegnarono la busta con lo stipendio. 


i 
A 
i 


Appena a casa non poteva mai frenare l’impazienza di guardare e 
ontare subito i soldi. Ogni volta metteva da parte cinquantamila lire 
per quelle che potevano essere le « eventualitä ». Il resto lo divideva 
in mucchietti a seconda del costo delle cose che aveva in mente di com- 
perare, poi osservava calcolava e ricontava quanti ancora gliene resta- 
vano. Tutti quei biglietti di banca sul suo tavolo le procuravano sempre 
‘un segreto stupore. Pensava: — Vivere dopotutto è anche facile... ma 


allora com’è?... — 


aw. or. & 


La prima domenica di settembre andò a prendere il bambino. ‘a 
È I colori sul lago erano vivi e fulgenti, ma già si sentiva nell’aria la 3 
‘stanchezza di una stagione che finiva. 

| Ârrivando dalla strada lo vide in lontananza chino sul cancello nel- 
Patto di accarezzare un piccolo gatto nero. Lo riconobbe subito dalla È 
blusetta a righe e dal modo di stare piegato. 

Senza far rumore gli si avvicinò e giungendogli alle spalle gli 
‘mordicchid con tenerezza la nuca. Egli si ritirò in se stesso, riparan- 
dosi con le mani la testa guardò in su per vedere chi era. 

— Ciao!... — gli disse lei allegra. — Stai bene?... — 
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Alzandosi in piedi le buttö le braceia al collo. 
— Hai visto che bel gattino ho? — 

Prendendolo in braccio si avvid verso la casa. Egli si teneva stret: | 
to a lei, la testa abbandonata sulla sua spalla, dove aggrappato e im 
paurito c’era pure il gattino, ed ella camminando e sentendo sul col- 
lo la morbidezza soffice dei capelli e la presenza calda del micio, pro | 
vò uno struggimento acuto e geloso come se l’amore in lei stesse die 
lagando al di là del sentimento che aveva per lui. 
— Rischio di rovinarlo — pensò. — Bisogna che trovi un uomo. — 


La sera a casa prima di dormire il bambino le chiese: 
— Devo pregare anche stasera? — 

— Certo! Sempre bisogna pregare. — 

— Ma stamattina sono già stato a messa e ho già pregato. — 
— Ma se preghi ancora, Dio ti protegge di piu. — 

— Come mi protegge? —- 

— Ma si, all’asilo, quando giochi, a casa in istrada... sempre = 


guarda quello che fai e ti tiene lontano dai pericoli. — A 
— Ma se ha da guardare tutti i bambini del mondo... — ‘| 
— Fai il bravo adesso... — gli disse. — E vedrai che guarda an 


che te. —- 
— Anche tu mi guardi sempre perd, vero? — 
— Certo, — rispose lei. — Ma adesso dormi. — 
Dio per lui era troppo lontano; per sentirsi protetto aveva bisogno | 
di presenze. 


M 


La notte si sognö che il bambine era al mare in colonia e di la 
le scriveva: — Ho deciso di restare qui tutto l’inverno perché fa più. 
caldo. — Con una calligrafia minuta e nervosa che era certa di cono-! 
scere già. Ella leggeva la lettera e non si capacitava: — Ma è matto? 
— si chiedeva. — E poi come avrà fatto a scrivere che non ha ancora | 
cominciato ad andare a scuola? — || 

Cosi il mattino del lunedi si sveglid confusa e inquieta, ma rico 
dando di essere andata a riprenderlo il giorno prima e vedendolo lì, 
vicino a lei, che dormiva girato su un fianco, la bocca semiaperta fu 
subito piena di allegria e di buon umore. | 

— Bene, bene — pensava guardandolo. — Adesso è finita Vestate — 
e comincia la nostra solita vita. — 


Più tardi il bambino si svegliò di colpo; sollevando la testa arruf- 


fata dal cuscino le chiese insonnolito: — Vado all’asilo stamattina? — 
— Oh buongiorno! — disse lei. — Si, vai, fra un momento ci. 
alziamo. — 
Egli felice a piedi nudi era corso nel suo letto: — Vado all’asi- 
lo! Vado all’asilo! — gridava saltando sulle coperte. 
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— Sei contento eh, di rivedere le tue monachelle? — gli diceva 


cendogli il solletico. 


Il mattino del lunedi nonostante tutto non le dispiaceva, per lo 
meno anche gli altri lavoravano. In farmacia invece il giorno dopo 
ello festivo riprendere era sempre difficile, I suoi due giovani col- 
leghi erano ogni volta nervosi e scontenti, il farmacista poi addirittura 
intrattabile. Tra l’altro c’erano delle cose che già gli altri giorni sop- 
portava male, ma il lunedi lo rendevano furioso. Una di queste era il 
cover accettare sia pure per pochi istanti la presenza di un amico del 
maggiore dei suoi figli, un giovane che lavorava presso la redazione 
i un giornale. Costui da un po’ di tempo in qua, alle dodici e mezzo 
punto quando proprio si stava per chiudere e il lavoro era partico- 
larmente intenso, aveva preso l’abitudine uscendo dall’ufficio, e pas- 
sando davanti al negozio di entrare a salutare l’amico. Per evitare la 
atica di fare le scale, si fermava da basso e pregava qualcuno di man- 
dario a chiamare. 


_ ra un giovane di una bellezza mite e svagata. Il farmacista non lo 
poteva soffrire, non appena attraverso il cristallo della vetrina lo vede- 
va giungere, correva nell’altra stanza e telefonava di sopra: — È qui, 
il tuo amico. Fai in fretta... —. Voleva vederlo il meno possibile. Il 
lunedì poi per un’ora andava avanti a brontolare: — La farmacia è un 
luogo serio, non un ritrovo di gente che non ha niente da fare... — 
In realtà era un giovane che non poteva piacere ai vecchi; entrava. 


y 


si sdraiava nella poltrona che era nell’angolo, riservata ai clienti, e 
ostentando sempre un gran sonno e un'eterna stanchezza, sbuffando di 
noia nel momento meno opportuno malediceva il lavoro e la vita, ma 
con tono infantile e scherzoso, senza nessuna convinzione, quasi per un 
dovere. 

Il farmacista non poteva capirlo: — Ecco i giovani d’oggi! — 

diceva. 
Mentre aspettava, chiacchierava con lei volubilmente. Le faceva do- 
mande sui medicinali e sul lavoro commentando ironico le sue risposte. 
Gli si rivelava ogni volta sempre più spiritoso. 
Presero l’abitudine di far colazione insieme. Conoscendolo meglio si 
accorse che mentiva su tutto, anche sulle cose banali, così senza una 
particolare ragione, quasi solo per assecondare una sua personale esi- 
genza. Del resto non lo nascondeva e ogni tanto se ne scusava. 

Si chiamava Giancarlo; diventarono subito amici. Egli ridendo di- 


ceva che era indeciso se amarla o no. 


La sera alle sette andò all’asilo a prendere il bambino. 
A quest'ora adesso un leggera nebbia cominciava a svaporare dalle 
strade, penetrava nelle ossa e dava un senso di umido. Si desiderava il 


tepore delle case. 
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era tale che sempre si sorprendeva a pensare quali influenze potes 
avere sull’animo dei bambini e quali tracce inevitabili avrebbe lasciato | 
in loro da grandi quell’atmosfera cosi deprimente. 

In uno stanzino adiacente alla portineria una suora piccola e cur- 
va lavorava tutto l’anno a una calza nera emettendo un ridicolo bronto- 
lio. Di solito chiamava i bambini attraverso un telefono interno, sen- 
za neppure interrompere il lavoro, spostando solo lievemente la tes a 
e dicendone i nomi dentro un microfono attaccato al muro. | 
À Quella sera invece, al suo entrare, si alzò, depose frettolosa i ferri 
e la calza sul tavolino e facendole cenno di attendere si allontanò Sie 
< lenziosa e furtiva. | 

Poco dopo dal fondo del corridoio, seguita da una giovane suora. a 
apparve la superiora che teneva a mano il bambino: — Ecco la mam- | 
ma! — diceva con voce delicata e trepida avanzando verso di lei: 


| 
i} 
i 
y 


Adesso c'è la mamma e glielo chiediamo... — 

Ella osservava perplessa e stupita. Pensò si trattasse di qualche 

pesca di beneficenza e conseguente richiesta di denaro, e cercando di 
ricordarsi quanti soldi poteva avere nel portafoglio, confusamente sta- 

ti biliva la cifra più bassa che le permettesse di accontentare le suore sen- 
za sfigurare, ma la superiora cortese e bamboleggiante la prevenne di- 

79 stogliendola dai suoi calcoli. — Ecco la nostra-cara signora, abbiamo 
4 proprio bisogno di lei. La suora qui presente @ invitata all’inaugura- 
È zione dell’asilo della nuova Casa madre. Avevamo piacere che alla festa 
di apertura intervenisse anche qualche bambino del nostro istituto, | 
qualche bambino che ci faccia fare bella figura, s'intende! Tra quelli 
i dell’asilo abbiamo scelto il suo, innanzi tutto perché è proprio bravo 
08 e merita di essere premiato. Poi perché abbiamo pensato che essendo 
lei via tutto il giorno ne sentirá meno la mancanza delle altre mad 
abituate ad averli sempre vicino. — } 


| 


: Ella sorrise tra sé condiscendente. Presa alla sprovvista e je 
za infastidita dalla novità cercd di obbiettare che fra poco sarebbero 
cominciate le scuole, che ci sarebbero state varie cose da preparare, che 
poi cominciava a far freddo e che infine erano appena tornati dalla vil. 
leggiatura... Ma già il bambino insisteva: — Ti prego mamma, la- 
sciami andare... siamo in due: io e il Dino che fa la prima, andiamo 
x con la nostra suora... Lasciami, va... — hi 
Ella non osava né rifiutare né acconsentire. Con tono esitante ed | 
: incerto chiese: — Ma quanto tempo starete via? — 4 
7 — Oh, cinque o sei giorni... Eh si... perché mercoledì c’è l’inau- 
gurazione del muovo asilo, ma la vera festa è venerdì: venerdì arriva 
la statua della Madonna per la chiesa nuova, — le disse la superiora. 
À abbassando la voce come per comunicarle un segreto da cui dovesse | 


venire felicità per tutti. — Ci sarà la messa e la comunione generale, 
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abato mattina, invece una processione intorno all’istituto e benedi- 
ione nella chiesa grande. — 


— Va bene! — disse con rassegnazione. — Per quel che mi riguarda 
on ho niente in contrario. — 
4 La superiora la assicuró: — Non si preoccupi signora, il bambino 


è in buone mani. Si va via domani mattina alle dieci; può accompagnar- 
‘alla solita ora. — 

Il bambino fu eccitato per tutto il resto della serata. Saltellando in- 
torno al tavolo della cucina, non smise un istante di parlare. 


be dovuto recitare il giorno dell’inaugurazione, che avrebbe voluto dir- 
glieli, ma non poteva, perché erano un segreto, non bisognava rivelarli 
A messuno. 

Ella mentre riponeva nella borsa da viaggio ciò che gli poteva ser- 
1 rire in quei giorni, lo ascoltava distratta, facendo quieti e familiari com- 
menti: — Ah, sì... Su, dimmela lo stesso questa poesia... Com’è? È 
bella ? Non la dico a nessuno... —. Ed egli non resistendo più a lungo 
a tenere per sé solo un segreto, Bee le parole con enfatici 
gesti, gliela recitò in un fiato ridendo nervoso e in preda a ingiustifi- 
cate vergogne. 
= Quando i preparativi sembravano terminati, mentre soprapensiero 
cercava di rammentare di cosa ancora potesse aver bisogno, il bambino 
vedendola assorta si arrestd improvvisamente e corse di là in anticamera 
dove era appeso il suo cappotto; ritornando le consegno un biglietto: 
a Me lo ha dato la suora — le disse. — Non mi ricordavo più. — 
. Ella lo spiegò; c’era scritto: « Dire alla mamma di mettere in una 
borsa o in un pacco: un paio di calzoncini blú, una camicetta bianca, 
calze fino al ginocchio grigie, scarpe possibilmente nere, un nastro blü 
come cravatta, pigiama, spazzolino da denti e sapone; aggiungere lire 
duemila e la colazione per il viaggio ». 
j Dominando il nervosismo per non guastare la gioia del bambino cer- 


cò di sorridere tra sé con un certo distacco; tolse fuori tutto quello che 
aveva riposto e rimise nella borsa gli indumenti richiesti, poi seguen- 
do un suo pensiero nel vederlo così felice gli chiese: — Ma perché hai 
così voglia di andare? — 

| — Eh... cosi... — rispose lui titubante. — Giovedi sera c’è il teatro 


e poi quando arriviamo dalla stazione all’asilo andiamo in corriera... — 


La sera dopo fu di nuovo sola. Vincendo un irragionevole e istin- 
tivo timore, telefonò a Giancarlo. 


— Ciao — gli disse non appena egli staccò il ricevitore. — Ciao. 
sono io... — 
_ Ah ciao! Sei tu?... — le rispose riconoscendo la sua voce dopo 


Sei tu cara? Che piacere... — 


un attimo di esitazione: 
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— Hai impegni stasera? — gli disse lei frettolosa e il più disin- 
volta possibile. | 
— Certo, ho da passare la serata con te... — fece lui carezzevole. 
— Bene! Mi porteresti al cinema? Sono sola e mi annoio. 2 
— Al cinema?! Senz'altro... No guarda, ho due biglietti gratis per 
il teatro, ti va lo stesso? — | 
— Oh si... anzi meglio. Passa a prendermi appena sei libero. = 


— Arrivederci... — 4 


Nel prepararsi ritrovd intatta e familiare una giovanile e ormai di- 
menticata ansieta. Nel mettersi il rossetto, una lieve appannatura allo 
specchio, le riveló senza possibilità di giustificazione il suo leggero an: 
simare. Con il dorso della mano doveva continuamente pulire il ve- 
tro; ció le rese ancor piú difficile rifarsi il contorno per le labbra. 

— Uff...! — penso spazientita. — Quante storie le donne! — 


Nel ridotto del teatro, il profumo caldo dei fiori che a grappoli 
ornavano le pareti, lo scintillio delle luci negli speechi, il brusio della 
folla elegante, l’atmosfera delicatamente azzurra e fumosa, le diedero un 
senso lieve di smarrimento. Si affidò completamente alla bellezza e 
alla disinvoltura di lui per sentirsi sicura e difesa. Egli si era Alon 
nato per chiedere un’informazione alla maschera, ed ora la cercava. 
Senza vederla veniva verso di lei: l’impermeabile gettato sulle spalle, 
la giacca sportiva, pure perfettamente a posto e intonato all’ambiente. 
Si guardava intorno incerto e distratto, come vagamente soprapen- 


re che si volse sorpreso e indignato, ma egli ignaro prosegui nella sua 
ricerca ed avendola finalmente scorta, le fece cenno e le andö incon- 
tro sorridendo. y 
Ella Paveva osservato con compiaciuta soddisfazione. Insieme en- 
A 


. . . . . . . . x . . ì 
siero; nell’infilare in tasca i biglietti urtò con un gomito un sio 
i 
trarono in sala, e mentre egli tenendole una mano sulla spalla, lie- 


vemente guidandola la indirizzava verso i posti loro destinati, si sentì 


felice, dolce, perfettamente a suo agio e senza più nessuna incertezza. 


AlPuscita la nebbia li avvolse umida e impalpabile e piacevolmente 
fredda. Mentre si allontanavano udirono lo sbattere delle portiere delle 
macchine. Era subito un altro mondo. 

Egli la portò in un bar del centro. Alla vista delle vasehette alli- 
neate, piene di cose deliziose disposte in modo da formare una gamma ar- 
moniosa di colori: il giallo e il rosso dei peperoni vicino al verde cupo e 
al nero delle olive, il rosa tenue degli scampi e il giallo della maionese, 
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urono presi dal desiderio di gustarne tutti i sapori. Mangiarono fette. 
morbide di pane con wurstel teneri e caldi. Egli era gioiosamente en- 
tusiasta, diceva: — Mio Dio che buoni! Non credevo di avere così 
me. — Ed ella si scoprì a riprovare per lui gli stessi sentimenti che 
aveva per il bambino: — Possibile! — pensava. — Che le donne non 
riescano ad andare più in là dell’istinto materno?! 


m “oo. 


+ 

k 

È Quando furono davanti al portone di casa, mentre ella infilava la 

chiave nella serratura cercando di aprire, egli la prese delicatamente alle 

spalle, la girò verso di sé e la baciò con dolcezza, poi avvicinando le 

labbra al suo orecchio, le mormorò carezzevole: — Lasciami salire... 
prego, fa la brava... — 


- Ella appoggiò la testa sulla sua spalla senza rispondere, desiderosa 
solo della sua vicinanza. Il contatto della sua guancia liscia contro quella 
piacevolmente ruvida di lui, il suo leggero ansimare, il tepore e il pro- 
fumo del suo collo, le diedero un torpore calmo e pigro. Egli aveva 
aperto il portone tenendola abbracciata, la sospingeva delicatamente al- 
interno. Nel buio la baciò con forza ed ella rispose lievemente simu- 


lando un intenso desiderio, ma quello che desiderava provare da lui 
doveva essersi già compiuto prima allo specchio mentre cercava di ri- 
manere calma nell’agitazione dell’attesa. Ora preoccupazioni più imme- 
diate urgevano in lei impedendole di abbandonarsi: il portone non 
chiuso a chiave e la paura che qualche inquilino potesse entrare e sor- 
prenderla, i signori del piano di sopra che avevano ospiti e da un mo- 
mento all’altro potevano scendere. Mentre continuava a baciarlo con la 
mente rivolta altrove, tentava di convincersi che egli queste cose non 
poteva saperle, ma crescendo in lei la paura, provò un vero astio verso di 
lui che la tratteneva. Staccandosi dolcemente, sorridendo gli sussurrò: — 
Non qui... di sopra... — 

Entrando in casa ella lo precedette in anticamera; accendendo le iu- 
ci si avviò in salotto muovendosi con malcelato imbarazzo, pensava co- 
me sarebbe stato più piacevole e dolce e anche più semplice restare a 
Borlare con lui in una discreta penombra, sentire dei dischi, bere dei 
liquori fumando tranquillamente, ma come egli sdraiatosi su una pol- 
trona le chiese apparentemente indifferente, accendendo una sigaretta se 
si potevano sentire dei dischi, un moto profondo e inconfessato di va- 
nità la spinse ad andargli vicino carezzevole e invitante. 

a Egli si alzd e spegnendo la luce, la spingeva con dolcezza verse il 


divano. 


In lui tutto era spontaneo, ma di una spontaneita meta naturale e 
meta no; amava allo stesso modo di come viveva, mentendo ma senza 
impegno e senza nuocere, ella lo desiderava cosi. 
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Mentre egli l’abbracciava sussurrandole frasi semplici e gentili, im: 
provvisamente la solitudine inginganti sotto di lei in un vuoto senza 
confini. 

Una voglia assurda e improvvisa di pianto la prese. Stringendolo a 
sé convulsamente, sentendo il proprio corpo contro quello di lui, i sen» | 
timenti più antichi e lontani la invasero. 

Immagini vaste come folate di vento la colsero spezzando la conti- 
nuità dei suoi pensieri: | 
ci fu il mare lento e pigro sotto il sole a mezzogiorno; i 
una luna tenue in aprile sulle palizzate delle case in costruzione; | 
ci furono Jamine di sole tra i pini che facevano scintillare la neve. 

E poi immagini piú veloci e imprevedibili: +4 
lei che correva da bambina sulle scale di casa, 
un atteggiamento del suo volto particolare di uno stato d’animo; 
la ruvidezza di una stoffa sulla sua guancia. 

il sapore delle lagrime familiare come la sofferenza, 

una maglietta blu del bambino gualcita e strappata in un punto, 
e la nuca di lui abbronzata e teneramente sporca... e poi ancora il 
bambino, il bambino e sempre il bambino. 


. 


A 
| 
| 


Il resto fu dimenticare, dimenticarsi e gioia amara. 


y 


Più tardi gli preparò il bagno; egli Aveva, indossato una vecchia 
vestaglia e si era disteso sul letto in camera. Le gridò attraverso la 
porta: — Senti... dove sono le sigarette? —. Muovendosi ella sentiva 
contro il ginocchio nella tasca dell’accappatoio il fruscio del pacchetto, ne 
estrasse una, l’accese e gliela portò. Si sdraiò vicino a lui e gli sussurrò 
carezzevole: — Fra un momento è pronto. — 


Egli sorrise: — Prima tu. — | 
Ma no... — disse lei. — Io dopo, non vai via vero? — À 

— No... no, no, no... — rispose lui socchiudendo gli occhi e sfio- 
randole con il naso la guancia. | 
L’acqua del bagno scrosciava nella vasca con un rumore meravi- 
glioso da sabato sera, le luci erano accese in tutte le stanze, le porte 
aperte. Tutto ciö le diede un senso di felicità piena. È 
Nascondendo la faccia sul petto di lui gli mormorò carezzevole: 


— Intanto che fai il bagno, ti spazzolo un po’ la giacca. — 


Rimase per tutta la settimana. Alcuni difetti di lui, le diedero fasti- 
dio quasi subito: quello di mettere nello zucchero il cucchiaino già 
bagnato di caffè per esempio, o di usare il suo asciugamano o il suo 
spazzolino da denti senza domandare. Al mattino accettare la sua pre- 
senza era sempre molto difficile. Dell’intimità della sera precedente 
non le restava mai niente. Poi c’era la questione di farlo uscire senza 
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ceva: — Mio Dio, quando mai gli ho detto di rimanere... —. Ma poi 

sorprendeva in cucina mentre toglieva una tazzina dall’armadio o 
priva un casselto per prendere un cucchiaino; sapeva dov’erano riposti 
tti gli oggetti come fosse stato li da sempre, e ogni atto in lui era sem- 
plice e non innervosiva, allora si domandava sgomenta: — Come farò 
lopo da sola con il bambino? — 


À Il terzo giorno perd trascorsero ore quiete e bellissime. Ella aveva 
a sua giornata di libertà e Giancarlo telefond in redazione che non sa- 
bbe andato perché non stava bene. Rimasero a letto fino a tardi fu- 
m ando, mangiando biscotti e parlando di una quantitä di cose. Era bel- 


lo chiacchierare con lui, perché non era necessario dire o spiegare tutto, 


non restava alcuna sensazione sia pur vaga di sciupato o di inutile inti- 
ita. Parlare con lui era solo piacere. 
- Improvvisamente sollevandosi sui cuscini e guardandolo ella gli chie- 


(pato di farla cadere nel piattino che teneva sul petto senza sporcare le 
lenzuola, mentre ella lo osservava con assurda ed esagerata serietà. 


— Mah... forse no — rispose esitando. — Anzi penso senz'altro 
di no. — 
“ — Come fai ad affermarlo? — incalzò lei ingiustificatamente ag- 
gressiva. — Ho un bambino, non ho un marito che pensa a mantenermi 


| — Allora si — ammise lui ridendo pigro e conciliativo. — Dimmi 
invece, perché non tha sposato? — 
— Prima devi dire se credi che io sia una donna forte o no. — 


— To dico di no — rispose lui questa volta con sicurezza. — Ma 
Rome è stato? — incalzò infantilmente incuriosito. 
I — Da dove devo cominciare?... — ella gli chiese remissiva. 
| — Oh, non troppo indietro... — scherzd lui accomodandosi e fin- 


 gendo di dormire. 
| Ella sorrise imbarazzata: — È difficile — disse — devo darti una 
idea di tutto... — 
. — Dammela riassumendo il più possibile. — 
— Ma da dove devo cominciare?... — piagnucolò stiracchiandosi 


‘nel letto. — Fammi delle domande. — 
— Mah... non so, allora anch’io da dove devo cominciare a farti 
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delle domande; perché non tha sposato? — le chiese di nuovo fini 
gendosi improvvisamente illuminato. — Su fa la brava... raccontami. — 
Raccontargli era difficile, difficile era più che altro ascoltarsi, sentirsi | 
esprimere con parole sentimenti e sensazioni che erano in lei da sem: | 


pre, e poi non aveva già più voglia di parlare di sé, o forse era tratte- 
nuta solo da un timoroso pudore. 

Dirgli per esempio che era successo perché aveva amato un uomo, 
sembrava banale, eppure altre ragioni non c'erano state. 11! 

Bisognava forse spiegargli che per lei amare aveva avuto anche quel ; 
significato, o forse dirgli del suo desiderio di aiutare quell’uomo, di 
stirargli le camicie, di parlare con lui, di leggere i suoi stessi libri €, 


| 


‚| 


di votare per il suo partito. 

O parlargli della sensazione della stoffa ruvida della sua giacea 
sulla sua guancia, del suo modo di guardare, di sorridere e di cam: | 
minare, di come entrambi erano diventati migliori, dei film che ave. N 
vano visto insieme, delle sciocchezze di cui avevano riso. Valeva la pena 
di dirgli tutto ciò? — Queste — pensava — son cose che le donne cu 
stodiscono nel grembo; forse egli avrebbe anche capito, comunque eran 


cose da donna e a dirle dovevano solo far sorridere. — 


q 


——— 


Lei stessa poi a distanza di anni cominciava ad avere delle confu- 
sioni e dei dubbi. e 
Egli vedendola assorta ed esitante, pensò che malinconie, ricordi 


= 


— reno 


o forse fastidiosi rimpianti l’avessero colta, facendosi carezzevole le 


chiese con trepida cautela: — Ma non potevi liberartene? — | 
— Liberarmi di chi? — disse ella soprapensiero. | 
— Ma... del bambino. — | 
Ella lo guardò sorpresa: — Ma se ero felice di averlo! — rispose | 
quieta. — E poi io non avrei mai potuto. Mi ricordo che un anno ci fu | 


in casa nostra una giovane domestica; rimase incinta e ando da una 
donna per abortire. Rimase assente per una settimana e al ritorno, un 
giorno mentre lavava, mi raccontò quello che le avevano fatto. Mentre 
parlava cercavo sul suo volto e nel suo sguardo una qualsiasi reazione 
alle sue stesse parole. Narrava i particolari senza vergogna con voce 
calma e serena, felice di averla scampata. — 

— Non le rincresce neanche un po’? — le chiesi titubante. 

— Rincrescermi? Ma signorina, è matta? — mi disse. — Sono ben 
felice! — 

— ...E il bambino? Non le dispiace un po’ del bambino? — 

— Mah... il bambino?! Non era ancora un bambino... era al terzo 
mese... era una cosa... l’ho buttato nel lago. — 

Mi parve mostruose e nauseante, più che altro incredibile. Eppure 
da noi avrebbe potuto tenerlo, volendo, c’era la moglie del contadino 
che prendeva a balia i figli degli altri, avrebbe potuto occuparsi anche 
del suo. Mi diceva: — Ma signorina, la libertà dove la mette? — 
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— Quando mi accorsi io di aspettare un figlio alcuni anni dopo, mi 
cordai di questa donna e capii che non era questione tanto di coscienza 
0 di educazione, quanto di natura. Immaginarmi di fare una cosa simile 
‘andava proprio al di là delle mie possibilità. 


+ L’ineredibile fu che tutti cominciarono a considerarmi una donna 
coraggiosa. — 
N 3 E 
gli ascoliandola la guardava teneramente, un po’ stupito dal tono 
sincero e dimesso delle sue parole: — Ma la tua famiglia? — le chiese. 
E Cosa ne pensava la tua famiglia? — 
. Ella esitò pensierosa: — Mah... — disse. — Come faccio a sapere 


cosa avrei fatto se i miei genitori non fossero morti... Questa tra l’altro 
è una eventualità che la fantasia stessa mi respinge, si rifiuta di la- 
fciarmi immaginare... — aggiunse sorridendo. — Certo che dei miei fra- 
telli non avevo nessuna paura... — 

— E dopo... — le chiese interessato. — Dopo cos'hai fatto? — 

— Oh niente di particolare, o per lo meno di diverso da quello che 
avrei fatto se questo non fosse successo. I primi tempi restai nella casa 
sul lago con le famiglie dei miei fratelli; economicamente però ero 
indipendente. Avevo le ottantamila lire che mi fruttava l’affitto del- 


appartamento di Milano che mi era stato assegnato alla morte dei miei 


Monitora. Poi a un certo punto la vita con loro comincid a pesarmi; 
quando il bambino aveva circa un anno, attraverso comuni conoscen- 
ti seppi che alla farmacia dove adesso lavoro cercavano una laurea- 
ta. Fui scelta su una decina di concorrenti non tanto perché si ren- 
dessero conto della mia situazione, o capissero la necessita che ave- 
vo di supplire in tutto e per tutto la mancanza di un marito e di un 
padre, ma piuttosto per una forma di compassionevole pietismo e so- 


prattutto per raccomandazioni. Anzi ti dirò che credo che il farmaci- 
sta abbia pensato — aggiunse sorridendo — che trovare un marito nelle 
mie condizioni non mi sarebbe stato poi tanto facile, per cui era risolta 
| nche la questione delle eventuali nuove gravidanze con conseguenti 
‘assenze dal lavoro normalmente retribuite. Considerate tutte queste cose 
mi assunsero. Presi un appartamento, affidai il bambino a un istituto 


di maternità e poi a tre anni lo mandai all’asilo e io da allora ho 


sempre lavorato. Cosi, vedi, vado avanti.. La vita tutto sommato non 
mi è stata difficile — gli disse pensosa quasi scusandosi. — Ma adesso — 
gli chiese bruscamente interrompendosi — adesso devi dire se credi che 


io sia una donna forte o no... — 
— Ma in fin dei conti cosa t’interessa saperlo? L’importante è 
quello che gli altri credono; forse si o forse no... To adesso ho fame. — 


La domenica mattina si alzarono presto. Giancarlo doveva passare 
in redazione e fermarsi a finire degli articoli, ed ella per non trascor- 
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rere la giornata da sola aveva deciso di recarsi da sua sorella. Uscirono | 
insieme, ed egli l’accompagnò alla stazione. . | 

Fu nervosa per tutta la strada pensando all’imbarazzo di quando i 
sarebbero salutati; fuori dell’ambiente della sua casa gli diventava su: | 
bito estraneo, un uomo come gli altri da cui inconsciamente si difendeva. | 
Ma la semplicità di lui ancora una volta la sorprese lasciandole un senso 
di incompiuto. | 

— Ciao — le disse dandole un buffetto sulla guancia. — Telefona 
quando vuoi, — 

Mentre lo guardava allontanarsi si senti scoperta e tradita. 

Dirigendosi verso lo sportello dei biglietti cercó di non pensare 
niente, ma mentre aspettava guardò fuori dalle vetrate sperando di ve- 
derlo ancora. 

Egli attraversata la piazza di corsa salì su un tram già in moto. Ls 
cintura dell’impermeabile gli rimase impigliata ira le portiere auto: 
matiche. 18 

— Mah... — pensò con annoiata tristezza. — eee chi &? — 


Fu una domenica distratta e difficile. Con sua sorella sul terraz: 
zino, dopo colazione, godendo il tepore di un sole già malinconico, par: 
larono di vecchie conoscenze, dei progetti che ella aveva per il bam- 
bino, discorsi piani, da pomeriggio domenicale; le raccontò del suo sog- 
giorno sul lago e delle discussioni con suo fratello. 

Col passare delle ore e il sopraggiungere del crepuscolo sentì cre- 
scere in sé un vago e impreciso sgomento all’idea di ritornare a casa. 
Si ricordò che l’indomani era il primo giorno di scuola e che bisogna. 
va che il bambino provasse il grembiule muovo e che preparasse 1a 
cartella. 

— Sono stata costretta a lasciarlo andare a questa inaugurazione 1 
disse per uno oscuro e istintivo bisogno di giustificarsi. — Le suore 
mi hanno promesso di tenerlo per tutte le elementari al dopo scuola. 


Bisogna assecondarle un po’... — i 
A 


Dalla stazione andò direttamente all’asilo. Entrando in portineria la 
investì un terribile odore di mela e di minestra. | 


Il bambino le venne incontro correndo dal corridoio eccitato ed 


allegro. — Mamma... mamma... — le disse abbracciandola. — Che bel- 
lo!... come ci siamo divertiti.. —. La superiora prima di lasciarlo andar 
via lo baciò: — Mi raccomando domani a scuola... — gli disse. — Devi 


fare onore alle tue suore. — 

Egli era felice, lungo la strada le raccontò tutto quello che avevano 
fatto, ella camminandogli al fianco gli arruffava dolcemente i capelli; 
si sentì vuota malinconica piena di una tenerezza dura e difficile per lui. 


Pensava: — Questa settimana non è servita a niente, continuo ad 
accumulare sciocchezze. — 
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Entrando in casa nel buio senti acutissima una mancanza. Accese 
immediatamente le luci in tutte le stanze per attutire gli urti tra la 
realtä e il ricordo. 

La presenza del bambino si rivelö subito un po’ falsa e stonata. 
Mentre ella preparava il pranzo, egli si aggirava da una stanza all’altra 
trovando nel cambiamento di ambiente nuovi interessi. Guardandolo ro- 
vistare negli armadi per cercare i giocattoli soliti, trovö che riempiva 
la casa di un’innocenza un po’ ridicola. 

Dopo pranzo lo chiamó presso di sé e gli disse: — Stai fermo un 
momento che ti provo il grembiule nuovo. — 
| In lui perdurava ancora l’eceitazione della giornata; lo indossd fa- 
cendo buffe smorfie, si agitava, fingeva di non riuscire a infilare il 


braccio nella manica; quando gli diceva: — Gira piano che devo vedere 
se l’orlo & diritto... — egli roteava su se stesso cadendo per terra, op- 
pure lo esortava: — Alza la testa che devo guardare se il collo è a 


filo... — ed egli l’abbassava di colpo ridendo. 

Ella sorrideva mascherando il fastidio e la noia di quei giochi. 
Era stanca e assecondarlo le fu faticosissimo, dandogli buffetti affettuosi 
e ammonendolo con dolcezza di stare buono cercava di convincersi che 
era giusto che fosse così, era un bambino e per di più eccitato per il cam- 
biamento, le emozioni della settimana e la novità della scuola. 

Baciandolo con la maggior tenerezza che le fu possibile esprimere 
gli disse: — Bene... per stasera non ne facciamo niente. Prepara la 
cartella. — 

In camera si ripeterono le stesse scene. Non voleva togliersi i ve- 
stiti, si gettava disteso sul letto ridendo convulso, si rifiutava di infi- 


lare il pigiama, buttava all’aria le coperte: — Mio Dio! — pensò. — 
Stasera lo odio, è possibile essere più noiosi... — 
Pazientemente lo esortò: — Fai il bravo adesso. Dì le preghiere 


intanto che io vado in bagno... — 

Mentre aspettava che la vasca si riempisse, improvvisamente stan- 
chissima si sedette sullo sgabello abbandonata e scomposta. 

‘Una voglia di dormire violenta e imperiosa la colse. Guardando 
fissa per terra davanti a sé, notò sotto l’armadietto degli asciugamani 
un bottone della giacca di Giancarlo, che la mattina egli aveva cercato 
dappertutto lamentosamente implorando di essere aiutato. 

Pensieri e immagini incominciate e non finite cercavano di svol- 
gersi nella sua mente e fissarsi in un filo continuo, ma nemmeno il 
rumore dell’acqua che rompeva il silenzio era sufficiente a darle un 
senso di concretezza, e a poco a poco non ci fu più lei sola, lei ma- 
'linconica, lei stanca, ma solo stanchezza, malinconia e solitudine astrat- 
te, in lei solo torpore e pigrizia, immersa nel vapore umido e nel caldo 
intimo della stanza, quasi tutt'uno con essi guardava fissa ed assente 
il bottone, ripetendo meccanicamente tra sé: — Ecco il bottone che 
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cercavamo. Ecco li dov’era... Eccolo il bottone... Chi ci pensava di 


Y 
ai 
cercarlo li sotto? — | 


Il mattino dopo, prima di andare in farmacia, accompagnò il bam: | 
bino a scuola. Egli era di nuovo come sempre: timido e quieto, le cam- | 
minava al fianco immerso in una sua timorosa e tranquilla ansia. 

Nell’atrio dell’istituto c'erano già bambini e bambine di ogni età 
che aspettavano di essere chiamati e divisi per classe, tutti con i grem- 
biuli neri agitati e vocianti, ma era un vociare gentile, ordinato e uni», 


forme, quasi un moto ondoso sonoro. 

Il bambino le stava appresso osservando con concentrata e stupita 
serietà le mosse e i gesti dei compagni che aveva vicino con apparente 
distacco, ma le occhiate che di tanto in tanto lanciava verso di lei, le. 
sguardo che da timoroso diventava liquido incontrando il suo, il pre- 
mere ignaro della mano di lui nella sua, le rivelavano senza possibilité 
di dubbio che inconsciamente misurava tutta la propria incertezza. | 

Ella con frasi scherzose, prendendo in giro gli altri bambini, cercava 
di indirizzarlo ad accettare le cose con facile naturalezza. Arrivo il diretto- 
re, arrivarono le signorine e i maestri; i bambini furono chiamati per 
nome e messi in fila a seconda delle classi. Ella lo baciò e gli disse se- 


| 
rena e sorridente: — Vedrai che andrà tutto benissimo. — Si si... Y 


le rispose frettoloso e distratto, e già era confuso con i compagni. Guar- 
dando la nuca sottile che emergeva dal colletto basso del grembiulino, ! 


ancora una volta fu presa da un senso di improvviso sgomento: — Sono , 
tanti — pensò. — Son poi tutti bambini... perché avere sempre così | 
paura... — | 

. 


Quella mattina in farmacia ci fu un lavoro ininterrotto e intensissimo: 
cartine da fare, sciroppi e soluzioni da preparare, un andirivieni con- | 
tinuo di clienti. Si avvicinava l’inverno e cominciava l’epoca delle malat- 
tie. In un istante di quiete si gettò su una poltrona del retro e accese una 
sigaretta sperando di riuscire a fumare in pace, ma subito la richiamaro- 
no di là per nuove ricette: — Gesù!... che lavoro da cani... — pensava 
sbuffando. 

A mezzogiorno Giancarlo come il solito venne a prenderla. Come 
lo vide entrare lo trovò brutto, sciupato, in disordine, assolutamente estra- 
neo e infastidita anche del tenue legame che c’era tra loro. Il suo sorri- 
so infantile la disarmò. Gli fu grata dell’occhiata di complicità che egli 
le diede stringendole la mano. Si sentì libera e nello stesso tempo pro- 
tetta, padrona di decidere se innamorarsi o no di lui. 

Una tenerezza antica le salì come un brivido per tutto il corpo. 
Dopo colazione passeggiarono chiacchierando in attesa di riprendere 
il lavoro, adagio per le vie del centro guardando le vetrine e goden- 
dosi il tenue calore del sole nelle prime ore pomeridiane. 
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Era un passeggiare ozioso e un guardare abbastanza distratto. 

Davanti a un negozio di abbigliamento maschile egli le disse: — 
Ecco guarda, se io potessi comprerei quel cappotto di renna, quel pul- 
lover, quella sciarpa, quelle scarpe e poi anche quel fazzoletto. Ti 
piacerei vestito cosi? — le chiese con serietä inconsueta. 

Ella notö divertita come egli assumesse un tono serio e convinto 
‚solo parlando di cose leggere, nelle questioni importanti dava l’impres- 
sione in chi l’ascoltava di una superficialitä scherzosa. — Certo — ri- 
spose. — Ma mi piaci abbastanza anche così. — 

— Senti — le disse. — Devo comperare un golf; andiamo a pren- 
h _derlo adesso, mi accompagni? Non qui perd, qui è troppo costoso. — 
| Entrarono in un negozio più dimesso; fu una scelta complicata e 
minuziosissima. Egli si provè tutti i pullover che il commesso aveva 
disposto sul banco. Era indecisissimo su tutto: sul colore, sulla forma, 
sul modo com’erano attaccate le maniche, sull’allacciatura del collo. Di- 
| ceva: — Questo non mi piace perché ha gli occhielli troppo rotondi; 
— oppure: — Si vedono troppo le righine della maglia —: sofferman- 
dosi sui particolari con lo spirito d’osservazione proprio dei distratti. 
Ella lo prendeva affettuosamente in giro osservandolo divertita, ed egli, 


disarmato, a un certo punto si affidò completamente a lei nella scelta. 


Uscendo si sentì sicura di sé e capace di eroiche decisioni. 
Commentarono ridendo l’acquisto e per un istante fu certa di 
amarlo. — Questo anche vuol dire avere un marito... — pensava. 


Alle sette andò a prendere il bambino dalle suore. 

Nel tornare, lungo la strada si fece raccontare com’era andato il 
‘primo giorno di scuola. Egli era tranquillo e soddisfatto. Le disse che 
… per l’indomani bisognava portare due quaderni: uno a righe e uno a 
quadretti e che il maestro aveva detto che avrebbero cominciato subito 


a scrivere. Tra l’ammirato e lo sdegnato le raccontò che il suo com- 
pagno di banco era stato mandato fuori di classe, perché con una spinta 
| aveva buttato a terra un bambino. Tanta audacia e tanta violenza in 
pubblico erano per lui espressione di una sicurezza che sapeva mai 
avrebbe raggiunto. 

A casa mentre ella cucinava ed egli al tavolo preparava e ricopriva 
i quaderni gli disse: — Stasera mangiamo prima del solito così ti porto 
al cinema a vedere: « Alice nel paese delle meraviglie »; andiamo pre- 
sto così non facciamo tardi a tornare. — 

— Davvero? — egli chiese interrompendo ciò che stava facendo 
e volgendo interrogativamente il viso verso di lei. 

— Certo! È un film per bambini e io ti porto a vederlo. — 

— Davvero?! — egli ripeté quasi temendo di essere ingannato. 

Ella lo guardò un po’ in pena, cogliendo nel suo sguardo un’in- 
credulità ansiosa, espressione di un tipico atteggiamento di umiltà verso 
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la vita gia ben definito in lui, quasi che tutto cid che gli venisse offerto 
di piacevole e di bello, lo ritenesse per sé come immeritato; pareva 
che gia intuisse di dover vivere, costretto a far fronte a mille insidie. 
Senza saperlo anche lui si difendeva da una mancanza. 

— Ecco — pensava — perché è sbagliato, non per quello che gli 
altri credono, anche se per il resto va bene, qui si cade. — 


Al mattino dopo, mentre stava per uscire, con la posta le consegna- 
rono una lettera dell’ordine dei farmacisti. In occasione del venticin- 
quesimo anno di laurea di uno dei consiglieri dell’ordine, era stato 
organizzato per il sabato successivo alle ore venti un pranzo in un ri- 
storante cittadino. Facevano conto anche sulla sua gentile presenza. 


— Si — pensd accartocciando il foglio e gettandolo via. — Stanno 
freschi... ci manca solo questo... anche i pranzi adesso. Per fortuna. 


che con il bambino ho una magnifica scusa. — 

Non appena arrivò in farmacia, il dottore le chiese furbescamente. 
se avesse ricevuto la lettera dell’invito: — Gliela ho fatta spedire io 
— le disse ingenuo e trionfante. 

— Ah sì... — rispose lei un po’ allarmata e già molto meno sicura 
di riuscire a cavarsela. — Come mai? — ' 

— Oh, gli invitati si scelgono, logicamente «non possiamo invitare 
tutti i farmacisti della citta, io in virtü del posto che occupo all’ordine, 
sono stato interpellato e ho fatto i vostri nomi — disse rivolto anche ai 
due dottori. — Si capisce — prosegui galante e scherzoso — che di voi 
non me ne importa niente. Ma la signora ci tengo che venga. — 

Ella simulando un misurato rincrescimento, sorridendo con voluto 


imbarazzo gli disse: — Molto gentile... Che peccato che io non possa 
venire, mi piacerebbe ma la sera non posso proprio lasciare il bambino. — 
— Non ci sono scuse — incalzd lui ridendo soddisfatto — mia moglie 


ha gia pensato anche a questo. Il bambino pud venire nel pomeriggio 
a giocare con i miei figli. E sabato no?, e si pud fermare anche la 
sera a dormire. Il giorno dopo è domenica e ha tutto il tempo che 
vuole per venire a riprenderlo. Dopo tutto & giusto che anche lei una 
volta tanto si prenda un po? di svago! — 

Ella si senti gelare, ma per un attimo fu quasi lusingata da questo 
suo giovanile e organizzato pensare a tutto. Le pareva non valesse la 
pena di darsi tanto pensiero, ma egli era uno di quegli uomini pieni 
di naturali ed egoistici altruismi. 

— Grazie — disse sorridendo rassegnata — Allora va bene. — 

La sera del venerdì che precedette la festa, Giancarlo telefonò. Con 
il suo selito tono di voce tenero e infantile le ‘chiese con ingenua sem- 
plicità: — Non potrei venire da te stasera? — 

Ella sorrise divertita, abbastanza stupita del loro modo di vivere: 
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— A che punti si arriva... — pensó un po” spaventata. — Neanche più 
un minimo di finzione, nemmeno quel tanto che si concedono anche 
gli spiriti più sinceri e coscienziosi. — 


— Trovi che siamo immorali o molto puri? — gli chiese improv- 
visamente seguendo i suoi pensieri. 

— Purissimi! — egli rispose senza esitare, lievemente ironico. — Io 
“mi sento purissimo. — 

| — Stasera non posso — gli disse lei ridendo. — Ma domani passa in 
farmacia. — 

— Stai bene cara? — 

— Etu? — 

— Allora domani a mezzogiorno passo a prenderti —. Ella riattac- 
co. — Chissa se ho passato quel punto al di là del quale tutto sem- 
bra logico, naturale e permesso, o ragiono e agisco come quelli che 
sono al di qua... — si chiedeva sorridendo ma con una certa preoc- 
cupazione. 


\ 


Il sabato pomeriggio uscirono subito dopo colazione per andare dal 


farmacista. Il sole era ancora caldo e i colori del viale vivi e al tempo 
| stesso attutiti. Si avviarono a piedi. Il bambino la teneva per mano, era 


ordinato con il cappottino dei giorni festivi, i capelli corti spazzolati 
con cura; camminava tenendo il capo abbassato, calpestando con inten- 
zione le foglie cadute. Ella lo osservava dall’alto; ne vedeva la rotondità 
infantile e morbida della testa, i capelli che sul dietro sfumavano in 


.una peluria quasi fumosa, il collo leggermente inclinato in avanti, il 
 paltoncino blù accollato con i bottoni d’oro che gli conferiva un aspetto 


da collegiale. Buffo e un po’ malinconico. Si accorse guardandolo di 
provare un compiacimento tenero, non di orgoglio, ma come un calore 
che le faceva male: lo amava come di più non si poteva. 

A. casa del dottore furono accolti con grandi effusioni. Li aspetta- 
vano per servire il caffè; sul tavolo del tinello c’era ancora stesa la 
tovaglia. 

Il bambino fu subito attorniato dai ragazzini del farmacista che lo 
trascinarono nell’altra stanza a giocare con loro. 

— Vede?! — diceva il dottore indicando con il capo la porta da 
dove erano usciti. — Adesso vanno di là, e fino a stasera non c’è verso 
di muoverli. Pazienza! Vuol dire che i compiti li faranno domani; 


‘anche loro ogni tanto hanno diritto di sfogarsi. È l’età... — 


La signora mentre serviva il caffè scherzosamente le strizzò l’occhio 
commentando: — Ma a quale età non si ha più voglia di divertirsi? 
Mi pare che anche i vecchi non scherzano... — 

Il farmacista rideva sotto i baffi. Era un ometto arzillo, semplice e 
allegro; la moglie lo considerava con affettuoso distacco; bonariamente 
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diceva di lui: — Quando pud mangiare di piü & diverso dal solito, 


| 


è felice. Basta fare un po’ di cagnara che lui @ a posto. — 


Oltre ai ragazzini c'era in famiglia anche quello che chiamavano | 


Pintellettuale: il maggiore dei loro figli, l’avvocato. Affettuosamente lo 
disprezzavano: — Vive nelle nuvole, non ha il senso della realta: lui 
solo cinema, musica e libri... —. In realtà l’adoravano e ammiravano, ma 
con una certa apprensione; era anche l’aristocratico della famiglia: — 


Quello li non dev'essere mio figlio... — diceva il farmacista ammiccando | 


con gli occhi in direzione della moglie. La signora scrollava il capo 
fingendo un’indignata confusione e nascondendo a stento l’orgoglio. 


Parlarono della festa a cui avrebbero partecipato la sera. Ella si | 
seusò del disturbo che si erano voluti prendere, ospitando per una notte 


il bambino: — Macché disturbo! — le disse il dottore con enfasi. — | 


Non sente che baccano fanno di là? Per loro è solo un divertimento, 


e anche noi del resto siamo contenti di averlo qui. — 


— Anzi... — proseguì la signora. — Domani viene anche lei a 


colazione vero? Così al mattino dorme fin che vuole senza la preoc- 


cupazione di doversi alzar presto per venire a prendere il bambino, e 


i ragazzi stanno insieme anche domani. Va bene? — 


A queste parole istantaneamente le balenò alla mente un solo pen- | 


siero: — Giancarlo! — si disse. — Domani posso stare con lui... — 


— Grazie — rispose pronta prima che un qualsiasi ragionamento po- 


tesse indurla a mutare programma. — Io la ringrazio di cuore, ma visto 
che è tanto gentile, ne approfitto; lascio il bambino più che volentieri, 
ma io resto a casa. Con il lavoro in farmacia non ho mai un minuto di 
tempo da dedicare alle mie faccende, devo ancora fare quei noiosi lavori 
delle donne: riporre i vestiti d’estate e far prender aria a quelli d’in- 
verno. Avevo proprio bisogno di una giornata di libertà. — 

— Ah mio Dio! — esclamò la signora comprensiva. — Quand’è 
così non insisto, sono i mestieri peggiori, anch’io li rimando sempre, ma 
poi viene il momento che purtroppo li devo fare... — 


Alle tre, lei e il farmacista scesero in negozio. Si scoprì piacevol- 
mente eccitata e in uno stato di ansiosa attesa. Lavorò tutto il pome- 
riggio con zelo, quasi con foga, oppressa a tratti da una gioia impre- 
vista e quasi convulsa, ma quando verso le sette Giancarlo entrò in 
farmacia ebbe contro di lui un moto inspiegabile di risentimento. Poi 
fu contenta di vederlo, ma meno di quello che aveva pensato. Combi- 
narono che lui sarebbe andato al cinema, all’uscita sarebbe salito da 
lei e lì l'avrebbe aspettata. Gli consegnò le chiavi di casa, mostrandogli 
quella che serviva per aprire il portone e quella per l’appartamento. 

— Mi raccomando — egli le disse improvvisamente serio. — Non 
fare tardi, se no mi annoio. — 
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Ella fu sorpresa dal suo modo di esprimersi, ma osservando lo sguar- 
È incerto con cui aveva accompagnato le parole, sentì acuto il desiderio 
di avere dei rapporti sicuri e giusti con lui; di potersi scoprire con 
lealtà e di abbandonarsi al bisogno istintivo di affetto che c’era in lei. 
Si sentì fragile, indifesa e infastidita di queste debolezze da donna; ri- 
dendo gli disse: — Ma si... vedrai che torno presto. — 

_ A casa mentre si preparava, guardandosi nello specchio e osservando 
l’insieme del suo abbigliamento, fu incerta se completarlo mettendo al 
‘collo una collana d’oro, o puntando sul risvolto del vestito una piccola 
pills: Immagind che egli fosse li con lei, ed ella mostrandogli i due 
gioielli gli chiedesse: — devo mettermi questa o quella? —. Le sue fan- 


£ 
tasie erano dolci e leggere: — Quella che vuoi — rispondeva lui sorri- 
dendo al suo solito modo, poi le cingeva le spalle e avvicinando il viso al 


suo volto, le sussurrava: — Non andare alla festa... io ti amo. — 
È 


I suoi pensieri e le sue azioni erano confuse, rigirava fra le mani 
a collana, se la provò al collo e rabbrividì al contatto del metallo sulla 
pelle nuda. Puntò la spilla e si alzò dalla toilette. Aggiustandosi le pie- 
ghe della gonna andò in bagno. Si accorse di camminare con una certa 
civetteria, come se egli fosse presente e la stesse osservando. In bagno 


il pigiama del bambino steso ad asciugare su una cordina, le diede l’im- 
pressione di essere stata colta in fallo: — Che sciocca! che sciocca! 
— si diceva divertita. — Non si cresce mai abbastanza. — 


| 
È 


Al ristorante un cameriere compito e cerimonioso la introdusse in 
una sala privata dov'era stata preparata una lunga tavola. 

_ -D suo entrare fu accolto da grida festose. Si avvide che c’era ancora 
quell’atmosfera incerta d’attesa tipica degli inizi delle feste, dove ognu- 
no per trovare lo stato d’animo migliore confida e punta tutto sugli 
altri, sperando di volta in volta nell’ultimo arrivato. 

| Erano state invitate poche donne e fu galantemente contesa e desi- 
derata come vieina. Ella si schermi sinceramente imbarazzata. Fu messa 
accanto al festeggiato che s’inchind e le rivolse parole di compiaciuta 
cortesia. 

Costui era un uomo bellissimo di circa sessant’anni, padrone di tre 
farmacie nel centro. La ricchezza aveva fatto di lui un aristocratico, pur 
privo di natali particolarmente nobili, allo stesso modo che una certa 
qual abilitá e avvedutezza negli affari gli avevano dato fama di uomo in- 
telligente. In chi l’avvicinava per breve tempo, l’espressione serena e 
penetrante dello sguardo, la sobrietà discreta nell'uso della parola e un 
gentile distacco nel trattare con gli altri, suggerivano immediatamente 
Pidea di una sua intima combattuta e sofferta battaglia sulle passioni 
umane, in realtá era naturalmente dotato di uno sguardo intelligente e 
sereno dovuto forse anche a un’agiatezza facilmente conquistata, cosi 
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com’era naturalmente riservato per una probabile mancanza di inte» 
ressi che andassero al di là del vivere in un alone di raffinata eleganza.) 
e gentile infine con gli altri per una sorta di vanitosa condiscendenza.) 

La sua presenza metteva in imbarazzo i colleghi per altro abituatili 
in simili riunioni a un’atmosfera più familiare e bonaria, ma egli aveva; 
annunciato, rincresciuto, che purtroppo poteva fermarsi giusto il 7 
di « mangiare un boccone in compagnia »; impegni più urgenti lo chia-. 
mavano presto a casa. | 

Il pranzo si svolse agli inizi abbastanza noioso. Ella fu felice di; 
avere fame, una fame di cose buone e fuori dell’ordinario. Cercò dii 
essere spiritosa e di assecondare il più possibile i discorsi dei suoi vi | 


LE 


y 


cini, ma a poco a poco risenti crescere in sé l’ansia del pomeriggio;; 
chiacchierando frivola e distratta custodiva un pensiero non formulat 
che Peccitava proprio perché segreto e da lei sola saputo: 


— Caro, fra mezz’ora sono da te... — si ripeteva sorridendo co: 
compiaciuta e voluta enfasi. | 

Alla frutta finalmente portarono lo champagne. 

Lo spumante era il pretesto più facile in cui tutti confidavano per! 
arrivare al punto giusto di allegria e di libertà. L’importante era diver-, 
tirsi impegnandosi il meno possibile. E nessuno ne fu deluso; ognuns) 
infatti poté essere migliore o peggiore di sé senza troppo rivelarsi. 1 
bicchieri furono riempiti, volarono lazzi garbatamente moderati all'indi-. 
rizzo delle signore, mentre gli slogan pubblicitari più in voga con facili 
variazioni venivano utilizzati come battute di spirito, e tutti vocianti al. 
legri e chiassosi si alzarono in piedi per il brindisi. Inaspettatamente si 
comineio a zittire. Era chiaro che uno dei capi dell’ordine voleva par- 
lare. Fu un discorso serissimo che minacciò di rovinare tutto. Difficile 
infatti e brusco fu quel freno inopportuno e improvviso a un’allegria così 
faticosamente conquistata. In tutti era evidente lo sforzo di conservare 
intatto lo stato d’animo propizio che l’arrivo dei vini aveva felicemente 
favorito. 


Il festeggiato ascoltò il discorso senza alcun visibile imbarazzo, e 
accettando le lodi con compunta serietà, tenendo gli occhi fissi nel vuote. 
accoglieva le parole come se stesse ascoltando una musica. Solo quando 
fu fatto cenno alla sua liberalità e modestia, ritornato come fastidio- 
samente in sé, abbozzò un rapido e raffinato gesto di annoiata compia- 
cenza con le sue mirabili mani. 

Alle dieci un cameriere gli si avvicinò misterioso, sussurrandogli che 
lo chiamavano al telefono. Egli si alzò da tavola e scusandosi si allon- 
tano. Non appena fu uscito, gli animi istantaneamente si distesero, Pam- 
biente divenne più sereno e libero. Fu acceso il radiogrammofono, fu- 
rono messi dei dischi e si formarono delle coppie. Si pensava che or- 
mai se ne sarebbe andato, richiamato a casa dall’impegno cui aveva 
fatto cenno, quando egli rientrando annunziò con espressione radiosa e 
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tenera come colui che sa di fare cosa gradita, che poteva fermarsi tut- 
ta la sera. Era riuscito a sistemare tutto per telefono. Fu piacevolmente 
sorpreso all’idea dei balli e vi volle partecipare con gaia e commoven- 
te semplicita. 


Quasi subito la invitó a ballare. Preferiva i ianghi e i valzer lenti; 


le diceva: — Questi sono i veri balli, non quelli di adesso... —. Balla- 
va bene, un po’ all’antica, negli occhi bellissimi gli brillava una vivida 
luce. La corteggiava con delicatezza: — In che farmacia lavora? — 
le chiese. Ella glielo disse: 
| — È contenta del suo posto? — 

— Oh sì molto... — gli rispose. — Mi trovo bene e tutti sono molto 
gentili con me. — 

— Peccato! — disse lui. — Ho bisogno di una laureata per la 


mia farmacia di via P. Non ha qualche sua amica da propormi, ma che 
sia carina come lei... — 

* Civettò con un po’ di stanchezza, più che altro per assecondarlo. Egli 
accompagnava le parole con occhiate lunghe e tenaci che diventavano 
profonde e inquiete durante i silenzi; la mano di lui sulla sua schie- 
na premeva nervosa e insinuante, mentre l’espressione del suo volto era 
di imbronciata serietà. 

| — Che strano! — pensava — e che assurdo. Ci si inganna sa- 
pendo di ingannare in un giuoco che non interessa nessuno. Perché 
allora lo si fa? — 

| A un certo punto fu cosi annoiata, infastidita di dover sostenere 
una parte, insofferente dell’atmosfera e del frastuono e cosi piena del 
suo inconfessato desiderio che comincid a non pensare ad altro che a 
trovare una scusa per andarsene. 

| La festa si era animata ed era nel pieno dell’allegria; ad un ballo 
ne succedeva un altro senza interruzione. Ormai non riusciva più a libe- 
rarsi di lui, anche negli intervalli egli la teneva vieino in modo da po- 
ter ballare sempre con lei. 

Gli disse che le era venuto un terribile mal di testa, né riusci a 
trovare una scusa meno banale. Egli fu premuroso e comprensivo: — 
Non ha bisogno di niente? — le chiese. — Non faccia complimenti, 
vuol prendere qualche cosa? — 

— No grazie, @ meglio che vada a casa. — 

Tra gli altri ci fu un coro di proteste: — Resta!... & presto!... — 

— Prendi qualche cosa che ti passa. Che rabbia! Proprio adesso che 
cominciavamo a divertirci... — 

Ella ebbe cosi paura della propria debolezza, e di non aver la ca- 
pacita di opporsi al loro rammarico, che dovette far appello a tuita la 
sua forza per non cedere. 

— Scusatemi... -— disse con energia inconsueta. — Ma devo proprio 


andare. — 
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Il vecchio l’accompagnd. Fuori aveva una macchina lunga, nera e 
lucente. Ella vi sali e un odore di ricchezza meraviglioso l’avvolse. C’era 
caldo dentro, profumo di acqua di colonia e di tabacco misto all’odore 
amaro della pelle della carrozzeria. Si abbandonò sul sedile con un leg- 
gero senso di inquietudine. 

Egli si mise al volante, infilò i guanti e avviò silenziosamente il 
motore. 

Quando furono davanti al portone della casa di lei, frend dolcemen- 
te, stette qualche momento immobile, le mani inguantate appoggiate 
ancora al volante, lo sguardo lievemente corrucciato fisso davanti a sé. 
— Gesù ci siamo! — ella pensò; poi lentamente volgendo gli occhi 
verso di lei compito e serenissimo, le chiese sommesso se avrebbe potuto 
baciarla. 

Provò una vergogna improvvisa e tristissima per lui, tanto da ar- 
rossire e non sapere che dire, ma fu ad un tempo intenerita dal fatto che 
nonostante il suo modo di vivere, il suo prestigio di uomo di mondo, | 
la sua bellezza di vecchio moderno, tradiva e scopriva un antico modo 
d’amare. Non voleva umiliarlo: — Che noia! — pensava. — Cosa 
fanno le altre donne in queste occasioni? — 

Con il tono più intimo e sincero possibile la voce volutamente som- — 
messa gli disse: — No, la prego, non guastiamo la serata. — 

La gente gode di essere banale, e così sia. 

Egli incalzò sempre umile e nello stesso tempo rinfrancato dalla man- 
canza di un rifiuto deciso. Le parlò di una sua inquieta e giovanile soli- 
tudine, le fece dei complimenti velati e discreti, ed erano complimenti 
vecchi e sussurrati in tono particolare a cui ella non sapeva che frasi 
e che imbarazzi opporre. Soffrì del proprio senso critico e della sua 
paura del ridicolo; seguendo annoiati pensieri quasi senza più ascoltar- 
lo, sorridendo pensava: — Magari se gli rispondessi brusca: « Per chi 
mi ha preso? Sono una donna onesta! » forse per lui andrebbe bene. — 

Mentre richiudeva il portone colse ancora il suo sguardo incerto e 
implorante dietro il vetro della macchina, ne fu tremendamente infa- 
stidita, ciononostante gli sorrise con patetica cordialità. — Mio Dio — 
pensava — che meraviglia essere sinceri! — 

Salendo le scale di corsa si diceva: — Adesso ti vedo tesoro... Ti 
desidero... ti desidero... ti desidero... — 


In casa era tutto silenzio. In punta di piedi attraversò la camera, 
senti nel buio il regolare respiro di lui che dormiva, entrò nel bagno, 
si svestì cercando di dominare il nervosismo che l’aveva presa. Si infilò 
la camicia da notte e andò a letto facendo il meno rumore possibile. 

Lo svegliò con la pressione del suo corpo su quello di lui, con la 
sua eccitazione, con la ferza delle sue labbra sulla bocca. Sussurran- 
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dogli soffocata: — Tesoro... tesoro... tesoro... -— lo strinse a sé nascon- 
dendo la faccia nel suo petto. 

— Ah sei qui finalmente! — rispose lui fingendo un broncio asson- 
i nato nella voce: — Maledetta, finalmente!... finalmente... Finalmente, 
quasi morivo... — 

Dormì poco e malissimo; la solitudine tutta la notte le premette sul 
cuore in fitte dolorose e amare. Si svegliava di continuo sgomenta, l’ab- 
bracciava cercandolo, ma il contatto dei loro corpi, l’affanno del loro re- 
à spiro, il calore della loro pelle, il sudore e la spossatezza restavano 
_ sempre fuori di lei; non c’era un astratto che la legasse a lui, un qual- 
. che cosa per cui la sua debolezza entrasse nella sua forza, la sua sfidu- 

cia nella sua speranza, il suo dolore nella sua gioia, la sua paura nella 
| sua sicurezza, c’era solo questo violento realizzarsi esterno, l’ansia del 
. desiderio, uno smarrimento solitario che prendeva alla gola, un’insod- 


| disfazione vaga e inespressa sottile come un gas velenoso, un esprimersi 
. che non era completo e un’animalitä che sembrava risolvere tutto e non 
4 risolveva niente. i 

— Inutile — pensava —, qui è la vera solitudine umana, proprio nel 
‘| momento che credi di essere meno solo. — 


Al mattino il cielo era grigio; dall’interno non si riusciva a capi- 
| re se piovesse o no. Quando si svegliò definitivamente, egli dormiva 
q ancora, la faccia rivolta verso di lei. Lo scrutö a lungo condiscendente 
2 con un certo stupore: il naso corto, sottile e bellissimo, le palpebre 
leggere, i lineamenti tirati per la stanchezza e la bocca atteggiata a una 
smorfia incerta e ridicola. Guardandolo sorrideva. Gli toccò con un di- 
È to la fronte e accarezzandolo lievemente scese giù fino al mento pen- 
sando distratta ai loro bizzarri rapporti: 

|. — Che strano!... — si diceva perplessa — il problema sessuale è 
E difficile e complicato, a un certo punto quasi impossibile da capire. 
Queste cose in fondo non han quasi niente a che vedere... La gente in 
genere si abitua a risolvere in fretta e semplicemente ció di cui ha piú 


paura... — 

Piú tardi si sveglió anche lui assonnato e stiracchiandosi le si avvi- 
» cinò cercando in lei tenerezza: — È gia mattina? — chiedeva arric- 
ciando il naso scontento. Era una domenica grigia, silenziosa e pigra. 

— Quasi sto a letto tutto il giorno... — aggiunse stropicciandosi gli 
occhi e sbadigliando. Ella rabbrividendo si alzò; a piedi nudi andò in 
‘cucina a preparare dei panini, li portò in camera e li depose sul ta- 

volino da notte in modo che allungando una mano potesse prenderli sen- 
za più doversi muovere. Portö anche i fiammiferi, e l’acqua, i bicchieri 
e due arance: — Ecco!... — disse accomodandosi. — Anch’io fino a sta- 


sera non mi muovo più. — 
Egli si rigirava nel letto inquieto cercando di dormire, spostando 
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continuamente il cuscino per trovare una posizione nuova € comoda. Le: 
campane di una chiesa vicina cominciarono a suonare a distesa per una! 
messa. Niente andava bene. | 

Fumando sdraiata pensava: — Adesso mi alzo, vado in bagno; | 
lavo mi vesto esco ed è una giornata come le altre. — Ma gli occhi era: ' 
no indolenziti e le gambe le facevano male. Spense la sigaretta e sii 
addormentò. 

Quando si svegliò di nuovo erano forse le quattro o le cinque. 

Fu terribile: la luce che filtrava dalle finestre era opaca e già cres: 
puscolare. Pensò che tutto sommato le era più facile sopportare un do-- 


lore reale e concreto che atmosfere cosi deprimenti, eppure guardando) 
lui che ancora dormiva lu desiderò di nuovo. 

— La natura umana è imprevedibile... — si disse sorridendo. 

Si fece coraggio e decise di telefonare al farmacista. Mentendo disse? 
che si era sentita male la notte, probabilmente doveva aver disordinat#) 
la sera precedente. Sarebbe andata a prendere il bambino dopo pranzo) 
verso le nove. Sapeva che essi le avrebbero detto di lasciarlo pure fino) 
all’indomani e così fu. La esortarono a non muoversi di casa e a now) 
preoccuparsi per il lavoro; se l’indomani mattina non si fosse rimessaı 
del tutto, venisse pure un’ora più tardi. Il bambino l’avrebbero accom. 
pagnato a scuola loro con la macchina. Ella ringraziò, disprezzandosi ini 
cuor suo come non mai. 

Il bambino volle parlare anche lui al telefono. 

— Ciao mamma. — le disse. 

— Ciao caro, stai bene? — 

— Si — rispose. — Io sì e tu? — 

— Bene caro, ti piace stare li? — 

— Si... — ripeté di nuovo esitando. 

— Bene domani vengo a prenderti, ti porto il grembiule e la car- 
tella, ciao, fai il bravo... — 

Riattaccd e si senti in preda a cocenti rimorsi, ma come per colpe 
involontariamente commesse, insieme provò un senso di libertà e di 
fiducia: — Insomma... — pensava per giustificarsi. — Come avrei fatto 
a sopportare un passaggio così brusco?! Non avrei mai potuto, sa- 
rebbe stato quasi disumano. — 

Andò in camera giuliva e gli disse: — Se vuoi puoi restare fino 
a domani mattina. — 

— Oh... magnifico! — mormorò lui trascicando la voce e rigi- 
randosi pigro, — stavo appunto pensando dove avrei trovato la forza di al. 
zarmi... Allora posso stare ancora un po’ a letto. — soggiunse ridendo 

Ella sorrise alle parole di lui, ammirando com’era riuscito a bandir: 
da se stesso la sensazione di sprecare del tempo, così come di non aver: 
più alcun rimorso per la propria pigrizia; glielo disse ed egli provo 
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catorio ridendo diceva: — Pensa. Mi giro nel letto e sento le bri- 


_ciole di pane tra il pigiama e la pelle... Bellissimo! — 


— Vuoi un’arancia? — gli chiese materna e condiscendente. 

— Cara... tu pensi proprio a tutto... — 

Ella gliela lanciö ed egli la prese al volo, pei guardandola come se- 
guendo un suo pensiero, improvvisamente le domandd: — Ma senti... 


dimmi, perché il tuo ex del bambino non ti ha sposato? Devo aver- 


telo già chiesto l’altra volta... Perché poi? — 
Ella si volse sorpresa. In piedi in camicia, tenendo l’arancia sbuc- 


ciata che aveva in mano a una certa distanza per non sporcarsi e spor: 


gendosi con la bocca in avanti ne beveva scompostamente il succo do- 
rato. Gli parlò con la bocca piena: — Non te Vho già detto l’altra 
volta? — 

— No — rispose lui — mi hai raccontato tutto il resto, ma questo 
non me l’hai detto. — 

— Mah... — fece lei — sai come sono queste cose... — 

Pensava che non sarebbe riuscita a dargli un’idea esatta della situa- 
zione e con fatica cercava le parole adatte, ma poi si accorse di parlare 
a lui facilmente e con semplicità; così come si accorse che cose che ella 


‘aveva in sé confuse, parlando a lui diventavano chiare anche a lei. 


— Prima di tutto eravamo della stessa età, cosa che se adesso che 
siamo grandi può non avere significato, quando si è giovani ha il suo 
peso; poi... frequentava ancora l’università e quindi doveva farsi tutta 


una posizione. Tuttavia non sono state queste le cause principali. — 


— Era di Roma ed era venuto sul lago per rimettersi da un esauri- 


mento. A Roma viveva con una piccola rendita lasciatagli da suo padre. 


Quando gli dissi del bambino, mi accorsi che egli ne rimase sconvolto no- 
nostante che con le parole cercasse di mostrarsi felice. Mi ricordo che 
eravamo presso la finestra, e dallo sguardo sgomento con cui per un 
attimo mi guardò, intuii d’un colpo i pensieri che in quell’istante gli 
passarono per la mente, le rinunce che avrebbe dovuto fare, le ambi- 
zioni che avrebbe dovuto reprimere, il cambiamento che sarebbe avve- 
nuto nella sua vita a cui egli non era preparato. Le donne in fondo, se 


non hanno da superare paure di famiglia e di ambiente, hanno in po- 


tenza tutta una psicologia che viene a galla in questi momenti tutt'uno 
con l’amor materno, ma anche abbastanza distinta; per gli uomini capii 
che doveva essere diverso. Egli accarezzandomi i capelli mi diceva: — 
Non temere... Non aver paura... guarda... ci sposiamo subito... sì si. 
ci sposiamo subito... — ma pronunciava le parole come ascoltandosi, 
quasi per abituarsi alle parole stesse in modo da accettare l’idea come 
naturale e logica. — 

— In quei giorni mi sentii fortissima, grande e matura di millenni 
rispetto a lui, di quella forza e maturità che si è sicuri di avere solo 
quando si è giovani e si considerano la maturità e la forza come po- 


tenze astratte. — 


493 


MARIATERESA NESSI | 


— Gli dissi allora che mi pareva più opportuno aspettare, lo persuasi, , 
togliendogli la sensazione di mancare ai suoi doveri, a tornare a Roma, , 
finire gli studi e realizzare cid che aveva in mente. Lo convinsi che ij 
soldi dell’affitto dell’appartamento per noi erano più che sufficienti, | 
a noi non sarebbe mancato niente e in caso di bisogno lo si sarebbe } 


subito chiamato. — 

— Anche dicendogli queste cose, mi accorsi che soffriva per il sollie- + 
vo che ne provava. Giurd che mi avrebbe sempre amato, che ci saremmo ! 
scritti ogni giorno. E così infatti fu. Due anni dopo tornò pieno di am-+* 
mirazione per me, che da un anno anche lavoravo, desideroso di vedere! 
il bambino, infervorato in nuovi ambiziosi e giovanili progetti. A Roma: 
si era messo a lavorare per un giornale; durante questo tempo aveva | 
dovuto compiere dei servizi nel Sud e un po’ lo studio e un po’ il la- 
voro gli avevano sempfe impedito di venire a trovarci. Si fermò un i 
mese: fu un mese terribile. Ci scoprimmo diversamente cresciuti; pet? 
quanti sforzi facessimo non ci trovavamo più, c’era un’impossibilità ass: 


soluta di comprensione. Se fossimo stati insieme ci saremmo influenzati | 


a vicenda, ma ora la lontananza ci aveva diversamente indirizzato. An 
volte sembra che fatti determinanti debbano dare un unico indirizzo adi 
una vita, o suscitare un’identica reazione uguale per tutti gli uomini] 
appartenenti a una determinata categoria, o a un dato ambiente. Mi dice-: 
vano: un uomo onesto deve fare così... Io lo sentivo giovane, adesso mol 

to più di prima; in me le antiche inquietudini avevano preso forma di un: 


morboso bisogno di affetto e di protezione. Mi accorsi che avrei dovute) 
proteggere anche lui e inconsciamente egli, nonostante le apparenze, era 
già appoggiato a me. La gioventù ignora di essere egoista, di conse-: 
guenza tralascia di analizzare quanta influenza questo sentimento può) 
avere nelle decisioni e quale parte vi gioca. In genere piace parlare di 
onestà e di principî. 

— Anche noi trovammo più « onesto » agire così e ci lasciammo d’ac-. 
cordo. Lo so adesso che questo non era ancora giusto, ma per ogni età 
c’è un passo solo da compiere. Allora eravamo a quella data forma men-. 
tale. Come si fa a giudicare?... Non è neanche detto — aggiunse sopra 
pensiero — che sia stato del tutto sbagliato... La vita quasi sempre. 
aiuta. Certo che io non avevo la preoccupazione finanziaria... Mah... 
come si fa a sapere?... — 


Egli aveva ascoltato un po’ stupito. Tenendo l’arancia ancora in mano 
la guardava sorpreso. 

Ogni cosa esposta da lei aveva una sua logica che sconcertava. Im- 
prevedibile era il suo modo di minimizzare i fatti pur conservando ad 
essi un loro intrinseco valore. In realtà come viveva era perfettamente 
coerente alla sua maniera di pensare: « sommessamente » egli diceva. 
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— Io credo — le disse cominciando assorto a sbucciare l’arancia — 

È che in te ci sia la forza e la debolezza di tutte le donne così come 
anche tutti i difetti e tutte le qualità. — 
| Ella lo guardd lievemente allarmata dal tono intimo e serio delle 
_ sue parole. Presa da un istintivo pudore ridendo gli disse: — Non par- 
À liame più di me; con tutti questi ricordi non ti ho neanche lasciato 
| mangiare in pace l’arancia. — 

Andandogli presso lo baciò leggermente sui capelli con allegria. 

Il giorno dopo fu faticoso doversi adattare a una vita regolata ed 
abituale. Al mattino il cielo era ancora grigio ed opprimente. Uscirono 
| insieme e si accompagnarono per un tratto di strada fino alla fermata 
2 del tram. La vettura che egli doveva prendere stava partendo in quel 
momento. Baciandola su un orecchio le sussurrò: — Ciao moglie!... — 
‘e con un balzo salì sul predellino. Ella trasali, lo salutò con un affet- 
à tuoso sguardo e rimase sulla piattaforma ad analizzare il suo tenero ri- 
| sentimento. — Bisogna finirla... — pensava — non serve a niente e alla 
| fine ne soffrirò. — 


È Arrivò dal farmacista con la cartella e il grembiule per il bambino. 
. Era presto e volle accompagnarlo lei a scuola. Egli era allegro; le cam- 
; minava a lato saltellando. Le diceva: — Quest’oggi è un giorno feriale, 
ma vado a scuola con il paletö bello... — 

Menire sul portone lo osservava entrare di corsa, gia abituato al- 


_Vambiente nuovo e già in familiarità con i compagni, senti crescere e 
| gonfiarsi una malinconia acuta, profonda e imprevista: — Ma che cosa 
si deve fare — si chiedeva angosciata — per essere felici e ad un tempo 


onesti e sinceri con se stessi e con gli altri?... Sto tradendo me e lui... — 


- A scuola il bambino prese tutte le malattie infettive dell’infanzia: 
da ultimo il morbillo. A casa da solo non lo poteva lasciare, così fu 
| costretta a portarlo in ospedale. Furono giornate terribili e lunghissime. 
| Fu messo in una camera dove c’erano aliri bambini; le suore del re- 
| parto si affezionarono subito a lui, ed egli dopo il primo sgomento si 
| abituò. Ciononostante, la faccenda dell’ospedale non la convinceva, né 
riusciva ad allontanare da sé una fastidiosa sensazione quasi che l’ospe- 
dale conferisse alla malattia una maggior gravità, che non se fosse stato 
curato a casa. 

Ogni volta che andava a trovarlo per prima cosa voleva lo specchio 
| che ella teneva in borsetta, per vedere se i puntini del morbillo erano 
| andati via. 

Terribile era doverlo lasciare. Ogni giorno si rinnovava la stessa 
pena. Egli la guardava con lo sguardo improvvisamente incerto ed ansio- 


so: — Domani torni?... — 
| — Certo!... Vedrai che belle cose ti porto domani... — 


) 


1 495 


MARIATERESA NESSI 


A casa poi doveva lottare contro la tristezza di saperlo malato e solo 
e contro un assurdo e noioso rimorso. C’era profondamente celato in 
lei un disturbo vago e inespresso cui non osava dar forma di pensiero, 
ma il rinnovato fervore delle sue preghiere, e le promesse vaghe ma 
continue di dedicarsi d’ora innanzi solo al bambino senza piü pensare 
a sé stessa, nascondevano il sospetto di essere stata punita. La sera 
rigirandosi nel letto inquieta, ed in preda ad astratte angoscie, si dava 
della stupida cercando di convincersi che era assurdo alla sua età avere 
ancora simili timori. Scopri che da anni sempre uguale era in lei l’im- 
magine di un Dio familiare, alla portata di tutti, pronto a vendicarsi 
se si riteneva offeso, lo stesso della sua infanzia che la faceva cadere 


dalla bicicletta se si era dimenticata di dire le preghiere al mattino.. 


— Bisogna che il bambino non subisca l’influenza delle suore, — pen- 


sava — per quel che mi riguarda ho tempo tutta la vecchiaia per risolvere: 


bene il problema, e poi nella vita di tutti a un certo punto c’é sempre 
un sacerdote dal quale ci si lascia convincere o no. — 

Per il momento senza troppo sottilizzare, pregava che il bambino 
guarisse in fretta. 


Invece alla fine della settimana quando già il morbillo pareva scon- 
giurato, sopraggiunsero delle complicazioni polmonari; ci fu un rialze 
di temperatura improvviso e una tosse continua e convulsa. Il dottore 
diceva che non era il caso di preoccuparsi tanto, ma ella cominciò a 
maledire il lavoro e gli orari che le impedivano di stare presso di lui 
e di seguire l’andamento della malattia: — È ingiusto... — pensava. — 
Non chiedo che una cosa naturale e legittima. Se lavori devi reprimere 
anche i sentimenti più elementari. — 

Visse una settimana quasi istupidita, con la costante preoccupazione 
che a volte diventava un incubo, di « non fare in tempo ». 

Sempre di corsa, mangiando dei panini per colazione, tra un tram 
e l’altro, spesso si sorprendeva vagare per un tempo indeterminato in 
pensieri e preoccupazioni inutili che la lasciavano senza risposta. 

— Come fanno le altre donne che lavorano? — si domandava. — 
In fondo in questi casi un marito serve solo come conforto. Ecco l’im- 
portante sarebbe avere una nonna... — 

Cominciò a chiedere dei permessi in farmacia. 

Correva all’ospedale. Una volta le radiografie non erano ancora svi- 
luppate e doveva fermarsi ad aspettare più di quanto le fosse consentito 
dal suo orario. Un’altra volta il primario era già andato via; le suore 
le dicevano: — Provi oggi alle tre in casa... — 

Telefonava e il dottore era occupato. Ritelefonava e le diceva: — 
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- Venga in ospedale alle sei, cosi le guardiamo insieme, adesso non possa 
cordare... — 


La sera del giovedi non ne poteva già piü; aveva la sensazione di 
aver passato la vita sempre in questo modo. Prima che si chiudesse la 
Donc: decise di parlare al dottore. Gli chiese se ‘poteva prendersi un 


La comprensivo e Siad: He disse di non preoccuparsi, di stare a casa 
| già dall’indomani, che per il momento bastavano loro; in caso di biso- 
y gno avrebbe telefonato all'ordine dei farmacisti: di giovani laureati di- 
j soccupati pronti a venire ce n'erano sempre. 

| Uscendo si senti malinconica ma anche abbastanza sollevata. Lo 


Ji 


| strano era che vivere per lei in questi momenti era come affrontare un 

| esame non sufficientemente preparata, affrontare una prova con la co- 

scienza di dover imbrogliare. — Ma nella vita chi?... — si chiedeva — 

non certo il destino... — 

A casa ebbe voglia di parlare con qualcuno; più che parlare desiderò 

da presenza di qualcuno, qualcuno che le recasse conforto. Assurdo 
| cercarlo dagli altri. 


È Per distrarsi scrisse a sua sorella e poi andò a letto. 


1 


Non le riuseiva di dormire, era agitata e cominció ad avere paura 

esser sola. Una paura da bambini fatta di ladri e di huio. Le pareva 
di udire in salotto degli sericchiolii e dei rumeri inconsueti. Le imposte 
. non erano state chiuse e la luce della strada attraverso i vetri e le ten- 
dine si diffondeva disuguale nella camera, riflettendosi sullo stipite 
Paella porta in un gioco di luci lievemente ondeggiante. Questo indi- 
| stinto chiaroscuro dava l'impressione vaga e terribile che la porta adagio 


si aprisse. Si suggestiond a tal punto che la paura salendole dallo sto- 
maco su per la gola le paralizzò la mente. Indurita, sudata, immobile 
nel letto cercando di scacciare le immagini che la fantasia le suggeriva, 
oo a piangere: — Sono stanca... — pensava senza eccessiva com- 
one di sé — piango perché sono stanca... la notte si esagera sempre, 
ma domani sarà diverso —. Le lacrime venivano con facilitä, ed ella si 


È abbandonò senza più tentare di reprimersi e senza alcun ritegno. 

[ Era un pianto duro e senza dolcezza dove c’era il bambino amma- 
lato con i puntini rossi sulla faccia, c’era la sua enorme stanchezza 
fisica, cera Giancarlo che in quel momento era tutto e non era niente, 
c’era il letto vuoto dall’altra parte e la mancanza di qualeuno vicino 


nel sonno, € poi c’era ancora questo suo sempre pensare a se stessa 


che le dava un’idea chiara e scoperta del proprio egoismo. 
— Che cosa voleva tutto sommato? Inutile piangere... Questo era 


vivere come viveva lei... 


Il bambino alla fine della settimana non aveva più febbre. Decise 
di portarlo a casa. Andò a prenderlo la mattina del lunedì. C'era un 
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bel sole caldo, sembrava primavera. Egli le venne incontro dal corridoio, 
il pigiama a righe gli era diventato corto, al collo aveva una sciarpettina 
di lana. Ella lo prese in braccio e tutta la tensione dei giorni scorsi le 
si sciolse in tenerezza. Lo vesti dicendogli: — Sei contento? Adesso 
andiamo a casa... —. Anche il paltoncino sembrava essersi ritirato, le 
maniche non gli ricoprivano più i polsi. Andando via salutö gli altri 
bambini con incerto rammarico. La suora del reparto gli regalò una 
immagine e due caramelle e lo ammonì di pregare la Madonna e Gesù 
Bambino. Egli abbassava la testa confuso desideroso di andarsene subito. 
Dall’ospedale a casa presero un taxi; la debolezza fu più forte dell’in- 


teresse per la corsa in macchina. Le appoggiò la testa sul petto e si 


addormentò. 


I lavori di casa, in un certo senso, le davano più soddisfazione che — 


non il lavoro in farmacia, ma li eseguiva sempre con un certo distacco. 


Era bello perché si aveva sempre una gran quantità di tempo per pen- 


sare. Quasi tutto il tempo per pensare: mentre si scopava, rifacendo. 


i letti, mentre si cucinava, e non era come la domenica o i giorni di 


libertà: c’era un senso di continuità che favoriva pensieri diversi e - 


quieti. 

Il bambino stava a letto attorniato da un mare di giornaletti, libri 
di topolino, figurine e giocattoli. Nel pomeriggio si siedeva vicino a 
lui, cuciva, chiacchierando oppure gli leggeva delle storie. Era piena 
di serenità. 

— Che egoista — pensava senza troppo condannarsi. — Sono felice 
perché dò tutto. Il mio senso materno è pienamente appagato. Certe: 
volte mi faccio quasi nausea. — 


Ogni giorno veniva il dottore a visitare il bambino. Alla fine della: 
settimana le disse: — Adesso non ha proprio più niente, è guarito... 
Certo che è un bambino da tenere per un po’ riguardato. Dovrebbe 
portarlo in montagna... un bel periodo in montagna... anzi un inverno» 
in montagna sarebbe quello che ci vuole per lui. — 

— In montagna?! Come in montagna?... — chiese ella sgomenta. 

— Eh si... un quattro o cinque mesi... Si rimette a posto del tutto: 
e alla loro età, per lui poi in particolare, è quello che ci vuole. — 

— Ma è indispensabile? — domandò, subito pentita delle sue parole. 

— Indispensabile?! Indispensabile no... certo che dopo sarebbe 
sicura per sempre... e poi per questo bambino in un certo senso è 
quasi indispensabile. — 


— Mio Dio! — pensava tra sé — possibile che non sia mai finita? — 
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i Si trovò all’improvviso a dover decidere su una quantità di cose, 
‘prima fra tutte se mandarlo in un istituto o in una casa di cura piut- 
tosto che accompagnarlo lei stessa. 

Cercò di astrarsi il più possibile da ciò che l’istinto le suggeriva, 
| vagliando bene i due casi, cercando di ragionare con maggior obbiettivita, 
| prendendo in considerazione solo quello che sarebbe stato più vantag- 
_gioso per il bambino. 

— Accompagnandolo io — si diceva — dovrei rinunciare natural- 

mente allo stipendio per tutti i mesi in cui si starebbe via; ciò impor- 
rebbe la necessità di vivere in un albergo di miti pretese. Continuando 
a lavorare avrei la possibilità di mandarlo in una casa di cura in cui 

potesse trovarsi bene per tutto... —. Ma qui altre perplessità e nuove esi- 
| tazioni la rimandavano alla prima decisione. 

— Ha solo sei anni... è sempre con me, ma praticamente non lo 
vedo mai. Va bene che andrebbe in un posto dove ci sono aliri bambini 
e si abituerebbe subito, ma anche abituarsi costa. — 

. Non sapeva cosa fare. Cercò consigli negli altri, più che altro per 
sentirsi dire ciò che inconsciamente aveva già deciso, ma tutti le dice- 
vano: — Mah... queste son cose che devi vedere tu... — 

= Da ultimo scrisse a sua sorella chiedendole se poteva venire da lei 
- che aveva urgente bisogno di parlarle. 

Fu risolto tutto benissimo. Sua sorella udite le sue incertezze le 
suggerì di prendere in affitto una casetta, così si conciliavano le due 
cose, quella di non spendere molto e di poter stare ad un tempo con 


il bambino; sapeva anche che un conoscente di suo marito ne aveva 
una, che l’anno precedente aveva affittato alla famiglia di un loro co- 
mune amico. Quest'anno sicuramente sarebbe stata libera. Era quello 
che ci voleva per loro. 


Fu così sollevata da questa decisione che dopo le sembrò tuito fa- 
cile e semplice. Le apparvero subito evidenti i vantaggi che questa 
nuova soluzione poteva loro offrire: — Era così ovvio... — pensava. — 
- Come mai non mi veniva in mente? — 

La sera prima della partenza vennero i suoi giovani amici a salu- 
tarla. Si sentiva allegra, piena di spirito di abnegazione e di fiducia 
nella vita. Portarono una bottiglia di champagne e un gioco di costru- 
zioni per il bambino. Fu commossa dalla loro gentilezza. Si riunirono 
in cucina al caldo attorno al tavolo. I pacchetti verdi delle ‘nazionali’ 
sulla tovaglietta ricamata e i bicchieri disposti a circolo crearono subite 
un tono intimo e familiare. 

Mentre essi discutevano dei loro sempre nuovi problemi, ed ella li 
ascoltava in silenzio senza partecipare aggiustando dei calzini del bam- 
bino, si rese conto che erano tanto acealorati nella discussione da non 
accorgersi della sua presenza. Fu loro intimamente grata e contenta per 
la libertà che avevano con lei: non esserci era anche esserci sempre; 
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capi che erano gli unici sui quali forse potesse veramente contare; gli, 
unici nella sua vita che potessero rappresentare per lei un « punto fisso ». 

Appoggiando il lavoro sul tavolo si alzò e andò in camera a vedere 
se il bambino dormiva. Attraversando il corridoio, passando davanti al 
telefono le venne voglia di chiamare Giancarlo. Era quasi un mese che 
non lo vedeva. Guardò l’orologio, erano le undici e pensò che a quel. 
l’ora doveva essere ancora al giornale. 

— Ciao... — gli disse non appena lo udì chiedere « pronto ». Attra- 
verso il ricevitore la voce di lui giungeva lontana sopraffatta dal rumore ' 
delle macchine da scrivere e dal suono di altre voci. | 

— Chi &? — fece lui. — Io qui non sento niente. Tacete un mo- | 
mento!... — gridò. Poi rivolto a lei: — Ah sei tu? Non ho più saputo | 
niente di te... Sono passato in farmacia, e mi hanno detto del bam- 
bino. Come sta adesso? — 

— Bene grazie, mi ha fatto un po’ tribolare. — 


Pensó con una punta di tristezza che avrebbe potuto venire a tros, 
varla, e fu seccata di avergli telefonato. st 

— Ti ho telefonato perché domani vado via... — gli annunciò con | 
un certo compiacimento. 

Egli esitò qualche istante: — Aspettami... fra un quarto d’ora sone. 
li. Mi faccio prestare una lambretta. Quando senti fischiare, vieni da 
basso ad aprirmi il portone. — 

Ella riattacco abbastanza soddisfatta e andò in camera. 

Il bambino dormiva, la testa girata verso il muro, i piedi gli arriva- 
vano a metà del letto e la forma del corpo sotto le coperte doveva essere 
morbida e calda. Gli toccò con un dito l’orecchio sorridendo commossa 
fra sé. Egli nel sonno scostava la testa come per scacciare un insetto che 
gli desse fastidio. Ebbe voglia di svegliarlo e di giocare con lui. L’orec- 
chio era piccolo e trasparente con una sottile venina azzurra sul bordo. 
Spense la luce e tornò in cucina. Una sottile nebbiolina celeste era so- 
spesa sotto la lampada. Vedendoli ancora impegnati a discutere gridò: 
— Ma basta... parlate un po’ con me adesso. — Essi si fermarono di 
colpo perplessi e sorpresi della loro stessa irruenza: — Davvero — le 
dissero — hai ragione, è una vera scortesia. Dicci come va... — ma le 
loro menti rimuginavano le ultime parole dette, e ognuno aveva ancora 
in sé mille argomenti da opporre. S’avvide che era come fermare un fiu- 
me in piena; ridendo disse: — Ho scherzato, continuate pure... Vi 
dispiace se scendo un momento da basso? — 


Giancarlo era pieno di nebbia, il suo impermeabile era freddo e 
sapeva di inverno. 

— Vengo di sopra? — le disse. 

— No, ho su gente. — 
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y — E tu sei qui?... — chiese egli piacevolmente stupito. 

— Sono i miei amici, stanno discutendo tra loro. — 

— Ah... i giovani — fece lui paterno. 
i 1 Richiudendo la porta all’interno, egli la strinse a sé e tentö di ba- 
_ciarla. Ella si irrigidi schermendosi, improvvisamente in preda a un sen- ag 


| so di inferiorità, come se per lui il ripetere i soliti gesti fosse gia un’abi- N 
- tudine. A 
— Ma no... — gli disse. — Ti prego non & assolutamente il caso... — A 
y 

— Perché? — chiese lui sorridendo sorpreso. — A me pare sia pro- à 
È | prio il caso. — AÑ 
Di nuovo la strinse a sé, ed ella gli si piegd fra le braccia. 1) 

— Come non lo amo... — pensava. | 


Poi indugiarono sul portone scherzando. Ella non si decideva a 
risalire: — Dopo lo so com’é... — pensava. — Appena è andato via vor- 
rei che fosse qui... — E 
L’idea di vederlo allontanarsi l’angosciava più quasi per un fatto 
fisico che non per una questione sentimentale. 

Egli le diceva: — La prima domenica che riesco a trovare una mac- 
ina vengo a trovarti... — 

Ella stava al gioco per assecondarlo senza crederci affatto. 


— Vieni ogni domenica... — gli proponeva ridendo. — Vieni un Fi 
| mese in vacanza... Vieni tutto il tempo. Smetti di lavorare e stai su à 
con me... — ve 

— Davvero!... potrei quasi farlo... — rispondeva lui. À 


Ella cercava di prolungare i momenti, servendosi di futili discorsi. 
 Sperd fino all’ultimo che prendesse lui l’iniziativa di allontanarsi dicen- 7 
do per primo: — Adesso devo andare — per non avere sulla coscienza ER 
 neanche la fastidiosa incertezza di avere forse impedito lo svolgersi di oe. 
‘avvenimenti preordinati. Eppure sapeva che non sarebbe successo niente 
_ di diverso dal solito, anzi non riusciva neanche ad immaginare che cosa 
| avrebbe desiderato che succedesse. 

ci Quando rinchiuse il portone e dal di fuori le giunse il rumore della A: 
lambretta, le parve che il cuore le diventasse di sasso. Pensò che adesso # 
bo aveva più voglia di andare via. Le si presentò un’immagine lette- 14 
raria della città alle cinque del pomeriggio, le vie affollate, le prime È 
uci, quel tono caratteristico di frettolosa vivacità, i cinema, i bar elegan- ai 
ti. Tutto le apparve in una luce favolosa ed irreale. Le sembrò di subire 
un ingiusta ed irreparabile perdita. Per questo aveva bisogno di lui. 


{ 


Appoggiata al portone si diceva: — Mio Dio!... proprio adesso che 1 
dovevo parlargli di un'infinità di cose... — a. 
an 
vie 
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PARTE SECONDA 


Quando arrivarono in vista della loro destinazione eran forse le 
undici di mattina. Era novembre e poteva essere anche bello. Le foglie 
degli alberi tutte rosse aranciate, sembravano accese. Man mano che si 


saliva la valle appariva nel suo insieme di colori, la sfumatura gialla. | 
delle piante, nei punti in cui il sole batteva di meno, era più intensa e | 


conferiva ‘alla montagna un aspetto a strisce sfumate con un che di vapo- 
roso e gonfio. Non era un paese, il paese vero e proprio era a dodici 
chilometri di strada; era un gruppo di tre villette sfruttate solo d’estate - 
situate poco discosto da una baita osteria abitata per tutto l’anno da un 
contadino e dalla sua famiglia. 

La casetta da loro presa in affitto era una di queste. Vista a una 
certa distanza, sembrava una faccia stupita, le due finestre delle camere 


superiori che facevan da occhi e una porta centrale di legno scuro, legger-" 


mente a volta nella parte in alto, che le dava appunto quest’aspetto di. 


smorfia meravigliata. Davanti era cintata da una bassa palizzata di legno 
grezzo, chiuso da un rudimentale cancelletto che limitava uno spazio, 
d’estate forse erboso, adesso pieno di sterpi; a lato però si ergeva un ma- 
gnifico faggio rosso i cui rami sovrastavano il tetto arrivando fin dall’al- 
tra parte della casa. Era bello perché uscendo dal cancelletto si era subi- 
to nel prato, un prato vasto dolce ondulato. Sembrava proprio tutto per- 
fetto: il sole che splendeva luminoso, il cielo limpido e terso, pure si 
sentiva nell’aria un che di duro ed ostile che respingeva. 

La casa era costituita da quattro stanze: due da basso e due al piano 
superiore. Si entrava in una cucina vasta e scurissima di cui un’intera 
parete era occupata da un enorme camino. 

Sulla soglia l’umido, il freddo e il disabitato, le diedero un senso 
quasi di disperazione: — Mio Dio! — pensava — come faccio? Sarò 
capace? — 

Cercò di vedere subito le cose nel loro lato migliore senza conceder- 
si nessun particolare stato d’animo, ma abbandonandosi a una sorta di 
voluta fiduciosa ottusità. 

Il contadino le venne in aiuto recandole una fascina di legna secca 
e sottile e grossi pezzi di faggio. 

Ella si diede subito da fare. Ammucchiata la legna accese il fuoco. 


Le fiamme guizzarono crepitando; fu subito tutto più vivace ed intimo, 
quasi familiare. 


Cominciarono la loro vita da principio scomodissima, piena di tragi- 
ci avvenimenti e funestata da impreviste scoperte. Il tubo della stufa 
economica non spazzato da anni che riempiva la cucina di un fumo den- 
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so e continuo; l’acqua del rubinetto che scendeva giallastra e sporca, 
tanto che i primi tempi dovettero servirsi di quella della vicina sor- 
| gente, rifacendo tre volte al giorno la salita coi secchi, il lavandino su- 
. bito ingorgato, le pentole che risultarono insufficienti e una gran quan- 
tità di cose a cui ella reagiva con malinconica e amara allegria. A poco 
|a poco provvidero a tutto, e quando le scomodità e i disagi divennero 
un ’abitudine, ogni cosa cominciò a funzionare nel migliore dei modi. 
\ Mentre in piedi su una sedia issata sul tavolo cercava di aggiustare 
le valvole improvvisamente saltate, pensava sorridendo: — Non è che 
1 io sia una dorna coraggiosa, & che devo avere un’anima di materia pla- 
| stica, adattabile a ogni situazione... — 

; Il bambino era come lei, accettava tutto senza rendersene ben conto, 
4 ogni fatto per lui assumeva l’aspetto dell’avventura; tutto lo riempiva 


- di entusiasmo. Cosi del resto erano tutti i bambini. Aveva fatto amicizia 
‘con i figli del contadino che avevano su per giù la sua età, bellissimi 
e altrettanto sporchi, sempre rivestiti di strani panni grigiastri ricavati 
da indumenti militari. Sembravano curiosi animali selvatici. Anch’egli 
: imparò subito a parlare in dialetto e a dire le stesse cose che dicevano 
loro. 

4 Al mattino perd era sempre uno spettacolo nuovo ed inconsueto; 
i svegliandosi ci si dimenticava di tutte le comodita che mancavano. Il sole 
| filirava attraverso le foglie del faggio, i cui rami erano ridosso alla 
| finestra. Nonostante parecchie fossero già cadute erano così fitte di 
un rosso quasi incredibile che i raggi del sole attraversandole si spezza- 
| vano in tanti frammenti di luce. Stando a letto ne osservavano i riflessi 
sul soffitto: erano brividi luminosi e tremanti come se di fuori il sole 


si riflettesse nell’acqua. 


Cadendo, le foglie ostruirono la grondaia. Non ci fecero caso da 
| prineipio, ma appena comincid a piovere furono ossessionati da un getto 
d’acqua continuo ed ininterrotto che dall’alto cadeva direttamente sulla 
| | pietra. Misero sotto una tinozza e il rumore divenne terribile. 

i La pioggia durò sei giorni. Macchie d’umido apparvero sulle pareti 
delle camere superiori, segno che la grondaia era rotta in più punti. 

In quei giorni naufragarono in un mare di nebbia. Il bambino e i figli 
dell’oste giocavano con le costruzioni ed ella non aveva più pensieri. 

Era un vivere calmo che escludeva l’idea di un passato e di un futuro; 
si viveva attraverso la natura. 

Appena smise di piovere, andarono dal contadino per chiedere a chi 
ci si doveva rivolgere per far aggiustare la grondaia: — Mah... quasi 
gliela aggiusterei io... — disse egli esitando. — Ma avrei bisogno di una 
scala che arrivi fino al loro tetto, la mia è corta... Bisognerebbe chie- 
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derla a Martino... — diceva rivolto a sua moglie — ma adesso io non | 
ho tempo di andare su a prenderla. — | 
— Chi &? — ella chiese. — Dove sta? Potrei andare io a chiedergli | 
se può portarcela giù... — | 
Cominciava ad imbrunire, il contadino sopra pensiero uscì fuori: | 
— Ma si... vada su lei. Gli dica che la manda il Carletto e che | 
ha bisogno della scala lunga. — 


Indicó loro accompagnandoli per un tratto, un sentiero e disse di 
proseguire fino a quando non avessero trovato un grosso macigno. Lì! 
avrebbero avuto di fronte due stradine, una delle quali apparentemente N 
chiusa da un cancelletto di ferro. Bisognava proseguire per quest’ultima, — 
risalire un pianoro che si continuava in un bosco di erica, alla fine del | 
bosco avrebbero visto l’ingresso di una villa; entrando si doveva « chia- 
mare » questo Martino perché probabilmente a quell’ora non era in casa 


ma «in giro ». Ella, mentre lui parlava, si era distratta e non osò fargli 
ricominciare da capo. Confidò nel bambino; dall’espressione attenta e 
concentrata di lui intui che aveva diligentemente seguito le spiegazioni, 
essendo lei riuscita a prestargli attenzione solo nell’ultima parte del 
discorso, attratta e vagamente preoccupata da quel chiamare: chiamare 
come? Mettersi forse a gridare: Martino...o! più volte. Ma così... sen- 


za conoscerlo? E poi quel suo essere in giro. In giro, va bene... ma 
dove? — Lo chiami che sente, sarà in pollaio a quest'ora. Vedra che 
sente... — 

— Allora andiamo. Quanto tempo c'è? — chiese rassegnata. 

— Oh... un quarto d’ora, non di più. In un quarto d’ora ci si 
arriva. — 

Il bambino aveva capito tutto benissimo, sapeva del sasso, del 
bivio, del cancello e delle due strade. 

Quando arrivarono era già buio. Appena entrati nel recinto della 
villa scorsero quasi vicino al cancello seminascosta dai pini, una casu- 
pola bassa e grigia. Più che una casa aveva l’aspetto di una legnaia. 
Fuori accatastati contro il muro c’erano sottili tavole di legno piallate; 
trucioli bianchissimi erano sparsi dappertutto per terra misti a segatura 
così fine e chiara che davanti alla porta sembrava nevicato. Si fermarono 
sulla soglia incerti. Attraverso la fessura della porta accostata si vedeva 
all’interno un fuoco quasi spento, le braci rosse rompevano l’oscurità 
della stanza. Socchiudendo con precauzione l’uscio un’ondata di caldo 
e di odori li avvolse. Era un gradito e sano miscuglio di odori puliti e 
fusi insieme, ma anche ben precisi per cui ognuno poteva avere la pre- 
valenza sull’altro: di minestra, di fumo, di colla di falegname, di pino 
e di olio di macchine. 

— Permesso... — ella chiese esitando. Abituandosi all’oscurità poté 
distinguere, parzialmente illuminato dal riverbero del fuoco, un uomo 
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le braccia sollevate lavorava attorno a una lampadina. 
u Permesso!? — chiese di nuovo già rassicurata. 
3 Ancora nessuno rispose. Ritti sulla soglia lei e il bambino aspetta- 
| vano perplessi guardandosi interrogativamente. 

— Permesso?! — ripeté per la terza volta rivelando un impaziente 
| e annoiato nervosismo. 
: Improvvisamente si accese la luce, l’uomo senza voltarsi sistemd 
ancora la lampadina, poi lentamente raccolse nel cavo della mano i 
pezzetti di filo che erano caduti sul tavolo, quindi girandosi verso di 
loro disse con voce leggermente ironica, ma bassa pacata e buona: 
: — Avanti... Avanti... prima di parlare bisogna vederci no? — \ 
i Ella vedendolo in viso, ebbe un istante di gioiosa sorpresa, sorri- 
b dendo pensò che così doveva essere Dio il giorno che cred il mondo: 
minaccioso e dolcissimo, serio e bonario, terribile e semplice. 


— E° lei Martino? Ci manda il Carletto per sapere se può impre- 
starci la scala... — 


Questo Martino si rivelò in seguito prezioso e utilissimo. 

Aveva circa settantacinque anni, alto con lineamenti aristocratici. 
3 Divenne, per lei abituata a cercare all’esterno e a utilizzare qual- 
| siasi elemento per non sentirsi disperdere, un uomo meraviglioso. S’in- 
| ventò senza troppi sforzi un personaggio che la figura fisica di lui, il 
suo parlare pacato interponendo lunghissimi intervalli tra una parola 
e l’altra e perfino il suo tacere, assecondarono anche nei particolari. 
Lo immaginò con un che di distaccato e lontano, gli attribuì un’umiltà 
| conquistata giorno per giorno e si compiacque di scoprire un mistero 
e un'essenza in certe sue frasi sul tempo, sul freddo e sulle stagioni 
* che pronunciate con voce lenta e severa per l’età avanzata di lui suo- 
| navano alle sue orecchie con un che di fatale e profetico. 

Come sempre non tanto le importava di avere quanto il sapere di 
È avere. Sentire la certezza che a pochi passi da lei qualcuno anche solo 
| con una presenza potesse distoglierla da un’eventuale tristezza che di 
| sera avrebbe’ potuto coglierla. 

Lo strano era che più che contro mali effettivi: un incendio, i ladri, 
il fulmine, si premuniva contro queste astratte paure di una malinconia 


| che in quell’estensione di tempo, con la mente lontana da ogni distra- 
zione, l’assalisse a tradimento rivelandole con brutalità la miseria del 
i 
2 


suo modo di vivere. 

Così a Martino, per compiacersi, regalò vecchi e sciupati attributi 
di saggezza nella natura inconsciamente intuendo di sprecarsi donando 
a lui una parte di se stessa, con uno sciupio di emozioni che opportu- 
namente controllate le avrebbero consentito tutte le forze del mondo 
per superare i suoi stati d’animo. Ma così era ancora il modo più facile 


- per affrontare le cose. 
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— Del resto — pensava — che vantaggi porta il diventar vecchi, se 
tutta la fatica la si deve fare da giovani? Un giorno mi comporterò 
nel modo esatto e sarà avvenuto naturalmente... Oh Dio... sì... allora 
si starebbe freschi!... — brontolava sottovoce ignorando volutamente la 


stupidità dei suoi ragionamenti. 


Le loro giornate passavano quietamente; un mattino venne la neve 
e fu bellissimo. Su uno sfondo grigio di un cielo di piombo si vedevano 
cadere i fiocchi come puntini disegnati con gesso su una lavagna. Ne- 
vicò tutta la giornata, e dall’autunno si passò all’inverno. 

Ella abituata alla città si sentì subito natalizia e poetica. 


Quella sera Martino venne da loro a portare una cassettina di sega- \ 


tura per l’umidità del pavimento. Dopo pranzo sentirono bussare alla 


porta: entrò, il suo mantello brillava di neve, lo tolse e si sedette vi. 


cino al fuoco. 

Il bambino disegnava tranquillo al tavolo. 

Egli parlò del freddo, della neve che era arrivata prima del solito, 
del traffico dei contrabbandieri che avrebbe dovuto essere interrotto 
per il cattivo tempo, parlò dei padroni della villa che sarebbero venuti 
a sciare e di tante altre cose piane e serene sempre con voce calma ed 
uguale. Ella ascoltava in silenzio seduta vicino a lui. Il riverbero del 
fuoco le aveva arrossato la faccia, il caldo intenso e il suono continuo 
ed uguale della sua voce l’avvolsero in una quietezza meravigliosa, 
quasi erotica. Stava immobile abbandonata in un equilibrio perfetto di 
sensazioni fisiche e spirituali pensando che questo forse doveva voler 
dire essere felici: la quiete nel benessere e nella pace. Era come se 
qualcuno lievemente e con gesto continuo le accarezzasse i capelli. 

Il bambino le venne quasi subito appresso, e tenendo in mano un 
foglio ed una matita le chiese: — Mi disegneresti un camion? — 

Ella si riscosse dal suo tiepido torpore; mentre l’accontentava con- 
tinuando tra sé il suo pensiero si diceva: — Questa senz’altro deve 
essere felicità; difatti è interrotta da un niente, proprio come quella vera, 
non dura più di un minuto. — 

Martino si alzò in piedi: — Sarà ora di avviarsi e andare a dor- 
mire... — disse arruffando i capelli al bambino. 

L’accompagnò sulla porta. Con sua grande sorpresa si avvide cho 
era smesso di nevicare, la luna per metà apparsa tra le nuvole in disor- 
dine, illuminava la neve creando luci ed ombre gialle tra i pini. 

Ella si fermò incantata. Martino guardava il cielo dicendo: — Ah... 
è venuto il vento... —. Poi notando lo stupore negli occhi di lei, aggiun- 
se con semplicità: — Certo qui è sempre bello! D'estate, di autunno e 
d’inverno... Deve vedere poi in primavera... — 
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Salutandola si avviò lentamente su per la sua strada; fumava e guar- 
‘dava diritto davanti a sé. 


Il bambino nei giorni che seguirono sembrava impazzire dalla gioia, 

Il contadino aveva costruito per i suoi figli una slitta; facevano almeno 

E cinquanta volte al giorno la salita, per godere nella discesa. Gridavano 

3 cadevano, si rotolavano nella neve. Era perfettamente felice. Pensd co- 

me regalo di Natale di fargli costruire da Martino un paio di sci. Pen- 

_sava anche che bisognava decidersi un giorno o l’altro, prima delle fe- 
| ste ad andare in città una scappata. 

Sdraiata al sole nelle bianche mattinate di dicembre, all’idea di 
tornare in città sia pure per uno o due giorni, una fastidiosa sensa- 
| zione di pigrizia, noia voluttuosa e un vago sgomento la pervadevano. 
La loro vita di prima, la farmacia, la gente e Giancarlo stesso le appa- 
\rivano avvolti in una nebbia umida e fredda, soffusi di una tonalità gri- 
gia e uniforme. Qui era tutto chiaro, pulito e luminoso. Socchiudendo 
y gli occhi si abbandonava a fantasie. Le piaceva immaginarsi li tutta 
| la vita: la casetta ingrandita e trasformata in fattoria, mucche, galline 
© pecore, il bambino cresciuto che avrebbe badato alle bestie e alla ter- 
ra, la gente che avrebbe detto: — Che strane persone!... A un certo 
. punto si sono ritirate quassù... —. A pensarle queste cose sembravano facili 
e attuabili, molto più quasi che l’idea di doversi riabituare alla città. 


i La notte di Natale, mentre il bambino dormiva, dispose ai piedi del 
letto gli sci nuovi e lucidi e la scatola degli attacchi che si era fatta por- 
È tare dal contadino alla vigilia quando era sceso in città. 
4 4 Cambiò più volte posizione agli oggetti in modo da occupare il 
i maggior spazio possibile, così che quell’unico regalo potesse dare la 
1 impressione di molti: — Quante storie! I bambini non badano a que- 
ste cose... —. Ma come egli al mattino si svegliò e vedendo il regalo 
divenne tutto rosso per la sorpresa, allora provò acuto il senso della 
| propria miseria, per essersi ancora una volta lasciata vincere dalla pi- 
| grizia. Istintivamente sentì il bisogno di giustificarsi: — Gesù Bambino 
ti ha portato solo questo perché in montagna fa fatica a portare troppe 
| cose, è in salita e per di più c’è la neve... —. Egli la guardò sorpreso 
| aggrottando la fronte: — ...Eh già, è in salita e c’è la neve... — ripeté as- 
È sorto. Poi sollevando le sopracciglia in uno sguardo interrogativo sembrò 
in procinto di farle altre domande, come se stesse tentando di con- 
DU incersi che in realtà avrebbe potuto ricevere altri doni, ma dopo qual- 
che incertezza ritornd alla contemplazione del suo regalo. Ella si senti 
stringere il cuore come di solito le avveniva quando lo sorprendeva in 
questi atteggiamenti di umiltà e ancor più maledicendo il proprio egoi- 
smo attirandolo vicino a sé: — Mi hanno detto — gli sussurrò come 
rivelandogli un grosso segreto — che a Milano in casa ha lasciato un 
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camion rosso, una barchetta a vela che se si gira la chiavetta va da sola | 
sull’acqua, e frecce avvelenate con veleno vero per uccidere gli in- ' 


diani... — 
Egli rideva eccitato: — Chi te lo ha detto?... — chiedeva increduio | 
nascondendo la testa sulla spalla di lei: — Proprio vero il veleno? 


Proprio veleno vero?... — 


In città però bisognava decidersi ad andare almeno un giorno per, 


: ; > È o 
vedere la casa; bisognava passare in farmacia a sentire se non c erano 
novità, fare una corsa in banca a ritirare i soldi. Tante piccole faccende 
che era necessario sbrigare. 


Finalmente prese il coraggio a due mani e stabilì che l’indomani sa-. 


rebbe partita. 


La mattina del giorno seguente si sentì piacevolmente eccitata e 


desiderosa di fatti nuovi. Affidò il bambino all’oste e s’incamminò. La 


giornata era tersa e splendida, l’aria frizzante pungendole la fac- 


cia la rendeva consapevole della sua forza invogliandola a fatiche sane, — 


pulite e sportive. Fu contenta di dover fare tutti i chilometri che la 


separavano dal paese a piedi. Sdegnò la carrozzabile dov’era passato lo” 
spartineve, per perdersi nei boschi dove tutto era immacolato e intatto. 


Ma quasi subito la neve le entrò nelle scarpe, in alcuni punti si af- 
fondava fino al ginocchio, il camminare era lento faticoso e non dava 
nessuna soddisfazione. Quando giunse al paese con le calze completa- 
mente bagnate era già tutta piena di disappunto. Qui poi il sole era 
pallidissimo, coperto quasi interamente da una sottile e leggera nebbia. 
Aspettò più di un’ora la corriera in un bar gelato, il sudore per la fati- 
ca compiuta evaporava sul suo corpo in brividi lunghi e continui. Del 
suo entusiasmo iniziale non restava più niente: — La città è sempre la 
città! — si diceva — Al diavolo la natura!... — 


Arrivò a Milano quattro ore dopo. Entrando in casa le venne qua- 
si voglia di morire per la tristezza e lo sconforto. Si tolse immediata- 
mente calze e scarpe, aprì i rubinetti del calorifero in modo che il riscal- 
damento centrale a poco a poco riscaldasse anche gli elementi del suo ap- 
partamento. Andò in cucina, mise sul gas il pentolino con l’acqua per il 
the, accese lo scaldabagno e a poco a poco si abituò alle solite cose. 

— Impossibile!... — pensò improvvisamente ricordando le sue fan- 
tasie al sole —. Per qualche mese si può fare, ma la nostra vita è que- 
sta... inutile sfuggire, ognuno ha un suo posto ben preciso. — 

Si fermò due giorni. Riscoprì tutto una seconda volta: la nebbia, 
la gente infreddolita, l’odore della città, le insegne al neon, i cartelli 


dei cinema, le luci riflesse sulle strade bagnate. Sembrava quasi di non 
essere più se stessi. 


508 


SABATO SERA DER 


Mentre rifaceva lo stesso cammino, questa volta sulla strada maestra, 
il silenzio profondo del paesaggio le ricordd i cimiteri di campagna: 


era un silenzio di marmo in cui i tonfi dei blocchi di neve dagli alberi 
non riuscivano ad essere rumori. 


è 2 5 2 à È 
Si senti come una formica caduta in un barile di calce. 


i In febbraio si cominciò vagamente a sentire la primavera. 

È Si rese conto come vivendo in questi luoghi isolati, a poco a poco la 

cerchia degli interessi si restringesse sempre più fino ad essere rivolta 

| solo ed esclusivamente alla natura. / 
Qui aveva importanza il punto dove il sole sorgeva che sensibil- 

mente si spostava con il passare dei giorni, la posizione delle nuvole 

‘sulla montagna che indicava il bello e il brutto tempo, le notti in cui 


. spuntava la luna, la direzione del vento che preludeva alla pioggia. Im- 
| pararono anche una quantità di cose utilissime dai proverbi. 


41 


Comincid lo sgelo, i tetti gocciolavano, la neve di giorno sotto il 
sole era molle e qua e là spuntavano i bucaneve. 

Un mattino portò fuori della porta la catinella e si lavò i capelli fa- 
| cendoseli asciugare al sole. 

Il bambino era abbronzato; le lentiggini che aveva sul naso si scu- 
| rirono e gli occhi risaltavano ancor più chiari; le sopracciglia gli dise- 


| gnavano due tratti orizzontali biondissimi. Così aveva ancor di più una 
. faccina da gatto. Spesso si sorprendeva osservarlo, quasi serutarlo ana- 
_ lizzarne i lineamenti ricercandone le somiglianze, tutte cose a cui pri- 
ma non aveva mai particolarmente badato. Trovava che le piaceva mol- 


| tissimo, non bello, ma così l’aveva pensato e voluto lei proprio con 
| quello sguardo liquido e luminoso. 

a — Come sara da grande?... — si chiedeva continuamente. 

J 

4 


4 Alla fine di marzo ebbero un gran da fare a ripulire lo spiazzo 
| erboso che era davanti alla casa. Andata via la neve risultö ricoperto 
da uno strato compatto di foglie secche e inumidite cadute dal faggio e 
dal castagno che era poco discosto. Con un rastrello le radunò in tan- 
ti mucchi. Fu un lavoro di una settimana, non finiva mai. Pareva im- 
possibile che due soli alberi potessero avere cosi tante foglie. 
Sotto le foglie dietro la casa ricomparve il prato e si scoprirono 
- gruppi di primule e di viole già fiorite ed oppresse. Le raccolse e sorri- 
. dendo le mise in un bicchiere sul tavolo della cucina. 
| Spazzato il terreno le venne in mente di dissodare un pezzo di 
| prato e farne un’aiuola per piantare dei fiori. 
Disse a Martino se poteva imprestarle una zappa e una vanga. 
Egli venne un mattino con tutti gli arnesi occorrenti e si sedette 
su una pietra a fumare. Ella tralasciò tutte le faccende di casa per po- 


À 
| 
ì 
À 


| 
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tersi mettere al lavoro subito e finire in fretta. Il terreno era duro, da 
anni non era stato toccato ed era pieno di sassi e di sterpi. Martino le 
dava dei consigli sul come usare la vanga e come sollevare la terra fa- 
cendo meno fatica: — Certo non sono lavori per chi è abituato alla cit- 
tà... — diceva senza ironia. 

Lavorò tutta la giornata. La sera si sentì come se tra le giunture del- 
le ossa avesse avuto succo di mela acerba. Sul palmo della mano le era 
venuta una grossa vescica che le rese difficile qualsiasi altro mestiere. 
Per due giorni nel muoversi sentì fitte dolorose e acute alla spalla. 
Guardando la terra umida e nera, trovò che la soddisfazione per il la- 
voro compiuto non valeva affatto lo sforzo fisico. 


La settimana dopo facendosi aiutare dal bambino e dal figlio mag- i 


giore dell’oste, raccolse grossi massi per cintare il pezzo di terreno 


dissodato. Risultó una magnifica aiuola; non restava che seminare i 


fiori. Il contadino dal paese le portò le bustine con i semi. Erano se- 
mi di zinia; altri fiori a quell’altezza senza possibilità di speciali cure 


era difficile che sbocciassero. Sui cartellini acclusi ne erano indicati i 


colori: rosso cupo, tiziano, tango, giallo paglierino, rosa, lilla e perfino 
blu madonna. 

Li piantò in cassettine, perché la notte era ancora troppo fredda, li 
ricoprì con la paglia e li mise al sole. 

In aprile le giornate erano già abbastanza lunghe. Dal paese giun- 
gevano alle baite con le mucche e le pecore i contadini. Nel crepuscolo 
fili sottili di fumo azzurro che si levavano dalle casupole sparse ne ri- 
velavano la presenza. Era già tutto pronto per la primavera: richiami 
in lontananza nel silenzio, una leggera nebbia fumosa, i peschi e i ci- 
liegi che sorprendevano sempre con i loro tenui colori in mezzo a tut- 
to quel verde, il rumore del torrente. 

La sera, mentre preparava la cena, lasciava la porta aperta; l’odore 
del soffritto delle cipolline si spandeva fuori. Ella veniva sull’uscio per 
chiamare il bambino e quel profumo, l’imbrunire e la natura erano or- 
mai tutt'uno: teneri, delicati e perfettamente intonati. 


Venne anche la prima pioggia primaverile e anche questa fu timida 
e sommessa. Il cielo dapprima appariva tutto rosso e grigio nebbioso, 
poi cominciò a piovere a gocce piccole e rotonde. 


Le piantine delle zinie erano abbastanza cresciute, delicatamente le 
trapiantò in un’aiuola disponendole in modo che sbocciando formassero 
dei contrasti di colori. 

Crescevano piano ma sensibilmente, dopo pochi giorni le foglie 
più in basso erano già grandi distese e carnose, ma il fiore non spun: 
tava mai. Sulla sommità di ogni stelo era apparso da un po’ un bocciolo 
verde, compatto e chiuso che stentava ad aprirsi. Ella ne seguiva l’evo- 
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luzione con trepida attesa. Il bambino ogni mattina appena sveglio sì 
| affacciava alla finestra e ridendo ironico diceva: — Ma insomma... que- 

| sti fiori non si vedono ancora!... quando si decidono a fiorire?... — 
: Finalmente i boccioli cominciarono ad aprirsi, i fiori avevano colori 
È delicati, del tutto diversi da quelli indicati sulle bustine. S’illuse, sen- 
za troppo credervi, che schiudendosi del tutto avrebbero mutato tono, 
ma le sfumature di tinta annunciate si rivelarono solo leggere varia- 
zioni di un rosso quasi uniforme. 

Il bambino si divertiva alle sue spalle. Inaspettatamente a tavola 
parlö della mania dei fiori che l’aveva presa con un umorismo del tut- 
tu imprevedibile. Ella fingeva affettuosamente di offendersi ma rimase 
_abbastanza sorpresa: — In fondo non lo conosco bene credo — pen- 

sava perplessa e meravigliata. — Continuo ad occuparmi di me e lui 
| va avanti da solo. — 
’ La storia dei fiori non era ancora finita. Le zinie offrirono an- 
| cora argomento di risa al bambino e nuove scoperte per lei. La prima 
| grandine ne stroncò i fiori più belli, le foglie tutte bucate pendevano 
a brandelli dai gambi. Il bambino dapprima se ne rammaricò, ma mentre 
ella china cercava di rimediare per quel che le era possibile al disastro, 
egli in piedi dietro di lei ridendo le disse: — Sarà meglio che tu li 
iagli una volta per tutte questi fiori e ne faccia un bel mazzo da met- 
tere in cucina, così almeno hai finito di soffrire. — 

Volgendo il capo, colse il suo sguardo ironico e ad un tempo timo- 
roso. Scherzando insieme, s’avvide che timidi pudori e una leggera in- 


iy 


sincerita poteva stabilirsi tra loro. Egli inconsciamente gia imitava i gesti 
. di lei, il suo umorismo e il suo modo di fare, ma l’influenza che ella 


| 

à 

| 

| 

1 esercitava su di lui, non era del tutto spontanea ed involontaria, ma ce- 

Java una sua inconfessata vanitä di apparirgli perfetta. Bisognava ri- 

| farsi al suo solito modo d’amare in cui non c’era libertà e sincerità 

i assoluta, ma sempre un che di controllato e di trattenuto. Di ciò un 
giorno o l’altro egli se ne sarebbe reso conto. O forse aveva già 

| capito ?... — E? solo un bambino, e in fondo l’ho un po’ sempre amato 
come un adulto — si diceva. Ma ripensando ai loro rapporti le restò 
la vaga incertezza di aver ancora una volta sbagliato tutto, eppure se 

_ egli fosse stato in grado di giudicarla non avrebbe mai potuto dire di 

| averla colta in un atteggiamento di mediocrità. Proprio questo le sembrò 

bello e tristissimo insieme. 

— È inutile... — pensava, — Su un piano di assoluta libertà non 
ci si può trovare con nessuno, neanche con i propri figli; forse è solo 
possibile per i figli verso i genitori nei primi anni. Capita una sola 
volta nella vita dunque? e per brevissimo tempo. — 


In quell’epoca, tutte le mattine di bel tempo, presero l’abitudine 
di andare al torrente. I bambini avevano scoperto nelle vicinanze in 
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un punto dove la roccia era stata minata, un apertura, le cui pareti | 
nella parte bassa erano rivestite di terra rossa facilmente plasmabile, 
che induriva se lasciata al sole e di nuovo diventava molle a bagnarla. 
Questa scoperta aveva dato inizio a una serie di imprevisti divertimenti; 
la vicinanza con l’acqua poi, rendeva completa e ad un tempo impos- 
sibile un’attuazione di maggiori godimenti in una volta sola. 

Il torrente iniziava poco piü su dal luogo dov’era stata scoperta la | 
grotta, scendeva a basso con un dislivello di qualche metro formando 
una spumeggiante cascata. La discesa dopo diventava quieta. Grossi 


sassi, per metä neri coperti di viscido muschio e per metä resi bian- 
chissimi dal riverbero continuo del sole, interrompevano il rotolare ca- … 
priccioso dell’acqua che in più punti formava grosse pozze a volte Al 
anche profonde. 


Ella si stendeva di solito su uno di questi massi lisci e levigati e Al 
si godeva il caldo dei raggi solari; ma la quiete, che di solito favoriva - i 
in lei uno stato di piacevole torpore, qui era contrastata dal rumore mi- i 
naccioso della cascata che le impediva come una presenza importuna lo ” 
svolgersi di pensieri liberi e sereni. La valle era tutta piena di questo | 
fragore, non si sentiva nient'altro, anche le grida dei bambini che gio- 
cavano poco discosto da lei, le arrivavano come al di là di un vetro: 
soffocate e lontane. Si stancava quasi subito di questo star ferma senza 
tranquillità e aveva preso l’abitudine di aggirarsi. nei dintorni per sco- 
prire i possibili sentieri che portavano alla cima del monte. 

Un giorno inerpicatasi per la boscaglia, mentre procedeva a testa 
bassa spostando i rami delle robinie e delle felci che le graffiavano le 
mani e le gambe, udito un fruscio improvviso e sollevati gli occhi si 
trovò di fronte una capra. 


Si arrestò con il cuore in tumulto per la sorpresa. Evidentemente 
era una capra che si era persa, e ferma e inquieta in mezzo alla bosca- 
glia, cercava annaspando una via d’uscita. 

Superato il primo istante di perplessità, cautamente le si avvicinò 
porgendole dell’erba, accorgendosi di ripetere nervosamente tra sé: — 
Caprettina... caprettina... fa la brava... — quasi canterellando, ma senza 
udirsi, con stupida assenza, tutta tesa a spiare i movimenti della bestia. 
La capra si avvicinò piano, mangiò l'erba che ella le offriva, lasciandole 
un disgustoso senso di bagnato sulla mano, poi docilmente le tenne 
dietro. Al ritorno, come giunse sul limitare della boscaglia, rivolta ai 
bambini gridò: — Correte... correte, venite a vedere cos’ho trovato... — 
essi, subitamente interrotto il gioco, gridando si precipitarono verso di 
lei, e il figlio del contadino raccolto un legno per terra, avanzava 
brandendolo come bastone. Il bambino lo seguiva a breve distanza ri- 
dendo nervoso, ed ella s’avvide come la sua smorfia di riso poteva mu- 
tarsi, senza che egli cambiasse espressione, in smorfia di paura. La 
capra, spaventata dalle loro grida, si era allontanata di qualche passo 
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Mino continuava a fare lo spiritoso con il (RA a ella gia inquieta, 
ma fingendo una tranquilla indifferenza, lo ammoniva a lasciare in pace 
À la bestia, ma egli le andava sempre più vicino stuzzicandole perfino il 


| muso e costringendola ad indietreggiare, finché arrivata all’inizio del 
> spaventata e tremante, abbassate improvvisamente le corna, si av- 
4 vento contre di loro in una buffa scena da vignetta umoristica. Fu un 
| attimo. Morendo di paura si ritrovò a correre senza una meta, con in 


È . . . . 
| mente un unico pensiero: che la capra avesse pur preso come obbiettivo 


i bambini ma non lei. Non udendo infine aleun rumore dietro di sé, 
si fermò ansante, accorgendosi di essersi allontanata molto più di quanto 
aveva creduto correndo. Si sentì vuota e senza forze, in preda a un 
disgusto sproporzionato: — Ecco come siamo in realtà... — pensò. Ri- 
tornando sui propri passi in preda a un’annoiata malinconia, scorse da 
lontano i bambini, che in piedi su una lastra di granito tenendosi ab- 
i bracciati, ridevano ancora convulsamente. La capra poco discosto da loro 
_ brucava quietamente l’erba del prato. 

q Al ritorno non si fece altro che parlare dell’avventura: — Hai visto 
ì 

3 


mamma?... — diceva il bambino saltellandole a lato e ridendo ancora 
| nervosamente al ricordo: — Hai visto come ci veniva incontro con le 
| corna basse? Per fortuna — proseguiva eroicizzando, — a un certo 
| punto mi sono gettato a terra svelto e la capra è corsa dietro di lui. — 
In realtà il figlio del contadino era quello che aveva avuto la peggio. 


) 
Un corno della bestia senza fargli male, sfiorandolo di striscio gli aveva 
strappato le bretelle dei calzoncini staccandone i bottoni; sorridendo 
. confuso camminava sostenendo con le due mani il bordo dei pantaloni. 
if Ella lo attird a sé affettuosamente e arruffandogli i capelli gli disse: 
— Sei stato proprio bravo... Hai visto anch’io come sono fuggita, 
| eppure sono grande... — 


A quelle parole il bambino volse in su la faccina arricciando il 


naso e una perplessità timorosa gli si affaccid nello sguardo: — Co- 
| me? — chiese esitando quasi a se stesso senza aspettare nessuna rispo- 
| sta, — come fuggita?! — poi assorto in sue misteriose riflessioni con- 
“ 


tinuò a camminare in silenzio. 


A casa mentre aspettavano che l’acqua della pasta bollisse, la ta- 
vola già apparecchiata, si sedettero fuori sul gradino della porta. Il sole 
del mezzogiorno era caldissimo e la pietra scottava. I rami degli alberi 
‘erano immobili e una leggera nebbia ne smorzava il verde fulgente. 

‘Si udiva il silenzio con iutti i sensi, come una vibrazione calma e 
quieta che tutto il corpo captava. Il bambino, seduto vicino a lei, tor- 
nando improvvisamente sull’argomento le chiese: — Anche tu avevi 
paura?... —. Ella lo guardò e vide che era turbato e malinconico, 


2 see . 


preoccupato non tanto all'idea di scoprire in lei una paura tale da smi- 
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nuire l’immagine che egli si era costruito, quanto di conoscere la va- 
lidità della sicurezza che sapeva di riporre in lei. 


— Di che cosa?... — domandò fingendo di essersi già dimenticata 
dell’accaduto, poi come improvvisamente ricordando: — Di che cosa?... 
Della capra?... Certo! — disse simulando lo scherzo. — Certo? una 


paura tremenda. — 
Egli la scrutava diffidente. Convincendosi che il suo tono era solo 


scherzoso, rideva di se stesso sollevato guardandola ammirato e contento. — 


Con il sopraggiungere del caldo, la domenica portò dalla città e dal 


paese sottostante pulman di villeggianti e schiere di macchine. Sulla 
strada, fin dal mattino, nei giorni festivi era un continuo passaggio. Sol- 


levavano una polvere spessa e densa, per un momento non si vedeva 
più niente. 
Il contadino in questi giorni aveva da badare all’osteria, cucinava 


montagne di spaghetti mentre la moglie, china sul fuoco, rimestava. 


con un bastone la polenta. 

Queste domeniche le rimasero impresse nella memoria legate al 
ricordo dei canti allegri e scomposti della gente radunata intorno al 
tavolo di sasso fuori dell’osteria, e di grida attutite che l’aria disper- 
deva e portava fino a lei: richiami e risate subito spente, suoni vaghi 
e imprecisi strettamente fusi all’odore del pomeriggio domenicale quieto 
e diverso da quello degli altri giorni. 

La sera, il cessare dei rumori delle motociclette e delle macchine 
rendeva penoso il passaggio al silenzio normale. Era un silenzio nuovo 
più profondo, fatto di vuoti e di mancanze. Spesso, dopo pranzo mentre 
si apprestavano ad andare a letto, chiudendo le imposte, coglieva ancora 


in lontananza il ronzio di un motore: qualche solitario che rientrava | 


in città più tardi degli altri. La malinconia era impercettibile, svaniva 
in fretta come il rumore, ma le lasciava una sottile sensazione di ango- 
scia come se qualche cosa le sfuggisse via. 


Una di queste domeniche vennero a trovarla i suoi giovani amici 
di Milano. Arrivarono all’improvviso; ella di sopra stava riordinando 
la camera da letto, passando davanti alla finestra scorse una macchina 
che si era fermata. Poi li vide scendere. Erano in tre con due ragazze; 
riconoscendoli li trovò un po’ ridicoli. Andò loro incontro mostrandosi 
giuliva e festante, portò fuori le sedie e il ‘tavolino e li fece accomo- 
dare, ma già dopo i primi saluti, intuì che le sarebbe stato difficile 
avere con loro i rapporti che di solito aveva in città. Essi continuavano 
nei discorsi, nella gioia che dimostrarono nel vederla, nel modo di 
essere vestiti, nell’entusiasmo con cui accolsero le bellezze del luogo.. 
una loro abitudine cittadina a cui essa ora si sentiva estranea. 
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Cercò parlando di uniformarsi il più possibile al loro modo di ae- 
_cettare le cose, ma si rese conto di dire solo frasi banali e luoghi co- 
muni, lasciando prudentemente svolgere i discorsi su un piano anonimo 


x 


€ impersonale. 
Vedendo la solitudine del luogo dove viveva le dicevano — Mio 
Dio... E bellissimo finché vuoi, ma come fai a resistere, non ti annoi? 


Non ti viene la malinconia? — 

Ella rispondeva con bonaria sufficienza: — Ma no... Ci si abitua a 
tutto... — sentendo già nascere in sé l’oscuro senso di colpa che sem- 
pre provava in loro presenza. Cambiò subito argomento, sfuggendo i 
loro sguardi di ammirata comprensione. Le pareva d’altronde così sem- 
plice e lampante di come fosse comodo stare qui... 

Queste cose le capì Giancarlo che un successivo pomeriggio dome- 
_nicale arrivò con un amico, una ragazza e una lunghissima macchina, 
svagato e lunare come sempre era lui. 


i 


i 


Vedendolo provò un moto di gioia apprensiva e di compiaciuta 
soddisfazione. Fu contenta che egli fosse venuto per poter opporre al- 
- meno una volta alla solita sicurezza di lui una sua momentanea superio- 
| rità: l’ambiente che a lei era familiare e a lui no, la propria trasandatezza 
“nel vestire intonata al luogo, l’abbronzatura dorata della sua pelle, e 


 un’aria semplice e sana in contrasto con l’aspetto cittadino di lui. Ma 


fu una superiorita passeggera e brevissima; lo trovd più bello di come 


solitamente lo pensava, e poi disinvolto, come sempre intonato e senza 
| nessuna incertezza. 

Egli salutò gli amici che volevano proseguire fino al paese, e le 
‘venne incontro festoso e infantile. 

+ Si mostrò entusiasta della casa, dei prati e della libertà che li si 


| proprio tutto. — 

Ella si schermiva scuotendo la testa divertita. 

— Ma senti... cosa ti manca?... Hai me, non lavori, prendi il sole 
tutto il giorno... Che pensieri hai?... — incalzava affettuosamente 
| sfottendola. — Oh se è solo per questo... — gli rispose senza eccessiva 
| serietà — ho anche la prova certa di come io sia una donna pavida. 
Qui sono fuori dal mondo, sono sola, ma sto benissimo, non per una 
mia tranquillitá interiore... — aggiunse con bonaria enfasi — ma pro- 
prio perché non ho responsabilitä; la vita va avanti da sola, la solitu- 


pi 


dine non mi piace ma mi « ripara ». — 
Egli le sorrise accarrezzandola con tenerezza, quasi grato della 


| leggerezza con cui diceva cose che sapeva essere importanti per lei, 


| 
{ 
‘ 
. 


2 


senza drammatizzare, burlandosi quasi. 
— Non pensarci.. — le rispose. — Anche a Milano va avanti da 


sola... Dappertutto dopo un po’ va avanti da sola, basta darle un qual- 


siasi indirizzo in principio. — 
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Ella lo guardò e intuendo che egli l’aveva capita ebbe per un istante 


la certezza di una possibilità di un contatto umano al di fuori di un 


qualsiasi legame, e sentì crescere in sé una speranza luminosa e strug- 


gente. Non ebbe voglia di nient'altro. Giancarlo si sdraiò al sole e 


dopo un poco si addormentò. Ella terminò alcune faccende in cucina, 
muovendosi silenziosa, paga della presenza di lui che di fuori dormiva. 


Di quella inconsueta estate, le rimasero impressi i falò del sabato 
sera, come una delle cose belle nella vita da ricordare. 

Alla fine di giugno le villette vicine si erano aperte. Le famiglie 
che erano venute ad abitarle erano quasi esclusivamente costituite da 


bambini. Insieme saranno stati una ventina: tutti dai tre ai dieci anni, 
Il bambino viveva giornate lunghissime e indimenticabili, con gli 


altri era padrone di tutta la valle. 

Il sabato sera avevano preso l’abitudine di fare i falò. 

I ragazzi li preparavano con meticolosa cura rivelando un’insospet- 
tata maestria. Ogni bambino durante la settimana aveva l’incarico di rac- 
cogliere nei boschi quanta più legna poteva; insieme poi, ogni giorno 
la portavano su un dosso, e il sabato sera quando la catasta aveva rag- 


mim 


4 


N 


giunto una notevole portata, i più grandi la disponevano in modo che il 


fuoco divampasse alto e durasse il più a lungo possibile. Sotto accen- 
devano mucchi di foglie secche e il fumo saliva nella notte bianco e 
denso assumendo forme fantastiche e strane. Ella invece di unirsi a loro 
in queste serate, preferiva stare a guardare dalla finestra osservando a 
una certa distanza, e sempre, era presa da una sorta di malinconico 
stupore. Il fuoco oscillava alto e maestoso, feroce come una grossa be- 
stia che volesse agguantare il cielo, e i bambini muovendosi dinnanzi 


apparivano come ombre allungate, oscillanti, non corpi ma forme ir- 


reali e quasi mostruose. 


Stando così affacciata: il cielo nero pieno di stelle e il crepitare 
avido del fuoco, sentiva l’anima dilatare, spaziare e cercarsi, ma i pen- 
sieri con i quali tentava di svolgere e dar forma agli stati d’animo 
restavano distaccati e vuoti, non servivano a niente così come anche 
cercare di capire non serviva a niente, ella restava al di qua con tutte le 
sue inquietudini e le sue mancanze rese ancor più pressanti ed evidenti 
da una natura che respingendola la escludeva. Le veniva l’impulso rab- 
bioso di scendere, rotolarsi nell’erba, «nuotare » nell’erba, essere tut- 
'uno con qualche cosa, liberarsi per un istante dal senso d’impotenza 
che la natura invece di calmare aumentava. Era una bellezza troppo va- 
sta e staccata, quasi triste; impossibile viverla solo guardandola. L’ani- 
ma non era sufficiente per contenerla. 
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A settembre il verde dell’erba, degli alberi e della montagna era 
‚sciupato, polveroso, quasi denso. 

Bisognava decidersi a tornare; a metá del mese il bambino aveva 
gli esami. 


à Martino da un pezzo non si faceva più vivo: si sapeva che aveva da 


n 


fare, i padroni della villa erano venuti in villeggiatura ed egli ora 
| doveva badare alla casa, al terreno e alle bestie. 


i 
ha 


Un giorno andarono a trovarlo. Lo riconobbero a distanza. Era 
seduto su un tronco tagliato, la pipa im bocca sostenuta leggermente da 
una mano, lo sguardo fisso in un punto, fermo in un atteggiamento di 
| assoluta immobilità pareva quasi tutt'uno con il tronco reciso, qualcosa 
di nato e compenetrato alla natura stessa, intonato alla scorza ruvida 
e screpolata dei pini, alle radici nodose che affondavano nel terreno, agli 
aghi di pino che ricoprivano il suolo, al colore, all’odore e al silenzio 
del luogo. 


7 Come ella gli fu appresso, mosse il braccio in segno di saluto 
— Non la vedevo più, credevo che foste già partiti... — le disse vol- 
_gendo in su il capo. 
ì — Partiremo presto, alla fine di questa settimana o all’inizio di 
uell’altra. — 
| — Oh... adesso è bello stare qui, cominciano i funghi e la caccia, 
- giornate così... non si vedono in nessun’altra stagione. — 
Ella si stupì accorgendosi per la prima volta come la sua creduta 
saggia semplicità gli derivasse solo dal luogo e dal modo di vivere, 
quasi dal modo di vestire, e come pur avendo raggiunto una sua tran- 
quillità restasse sempre isolato, lontano e staccato da lei. 

— Verremo a salutarla prima di partire. — 

— Oh per quello c’è tempo... — rispose egli evasivo e quieto. 


Gli ultimi giorni furono terribili. Bisognava fare i bauli, pulire 
TP casa, lasciare tutto in ordine. La malinconia aumentava in lei con 
l’agitazione dei preparativi. 

Il giorno fissato per la partenza fece venire dal paese una macchina; 
| caricarono tutto, ma all’ultimo momento non si trovarono più le corde 
| per legare i bagagli sul tetto dell’automobile. Per quasi un’ora le cerca- 
| rono da ogni parte, ma invano, mentre a poco a poco il sospetto di 

averle chiuse distrattamente in uno dei due bauli — quale poi?... — di- 
_ventava un’agghiacciante certezza. Ci furono momenti di grande confu- 
sione. Ricorsero al contadino ed egli frugò in un suo ripostiglio arri- 
vando con una varietà incredibile di corde, ma nessuna risultò lunga 
| abbastanza. Ella si sedette sul gradino della porta e sentì la tristezza e 


3 
ey 


i l’agitazione trattenuta svolgersi in appassionante compassione di sé e 


| 
y 
/ 


_ disperato sconforto. 
j L’autista in piedi presso di lei impacciato le diceva: — Non si sco- 
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raggi signora. Adesso tiro giù i bauli, provi ad aprirli e a guardare... 
tanto non c’è fretta no?... —. Anche i figli del contadino osservavano 
in silenzio presi da improvvisa soggezione. 

In un lampo le tornò alla mente il ricordo delle loro lontane par- 
tenze per la villeggiatura, quando ancora era ragazza. Si ricordò il 
silenzio ansioso della casa alle cinque del mattino, quando sua madre, 
già vestita di tutto punto, entrava in camera loro ‘implorando’ di al- 
zarsi; l’agitazione mal trattenuta di suo padre, le loro proteste nervose: 
— Che bisogno c’è di alzarsi alle cinque per partire alle nove... — e 
poi, già pronti, l’attesa in veranda ad aspettare che il battello comparisse 
alla sponda opposta del lago, la luce lattea del mattino che a poco a 
poco diventava rosea e il suo sforzo d’allora per immaginarsi un giorno 
che spuntava simile agli altri e non determinato dal loro partire. Si ri- 


scosse, si vide seduta sul gradino disperata, la testa fra le mani. — Al- 
lora necessariamente invecchiando si diventava proprio tutti uguali... — - 


l’autista che affettuosamente la consigliava alla calma e il silenzio 


timoroso dei bambini. Tutto ciò le parve assurdo, malinconico e ad un. 


tempo così ridicolo che una crisi violenta e convulsa di riso le sali 
dallo stomaco come una scossa nervosa. Inginocchiata per terra, impos- 
sibilitata a trattenersi, con le lacrime agli occhi apriva e rovistava nei 
bauli cercando frenetica questa maledetta corda. 


Finalmente fu tutto a posto. Chiuse la casa, consegnò le chiavi al 
contadino insieme ad alcuni oggetti che aveva avuto in prestito e lasciò 
un biglietto per Martino in cui ringraziava e salutava. 

La famiglia del contadino, allineata e sorridente stette a vederli 
partire. Si stupì pensando che d’ora innanzi lei e il bambino sarebbero 
entrati a far parte della loro vita intaccata solo da elementi naturali 
ed elementari, costituendo un indizio ben preciso. Così come dicevano: 

— Era l’anno in cui nacque il tale...; l’anno in cui morì il tal 
altro, l’anno della caduta del fulmine sul castagno, o della grandinata 
che aveva ucciso una pecora... —. Cosi ora avrebbero detto: Era l’an- 
no in cui c’era quella signora con il bambino. — 

Ciò le diede una sensazione di affettuosa importanza. 

La macchina si avviava adagio giù per la discesa; alla svolta pregò 
l’autista di fermarsi un istante. Tornò indietro e con la forbice delle 
unghie che era nel necessaire, tagliò tutte le zinie e ne fece un bel 
mazzo. Ricomparendo con i fiori in mano: — Andiamo — disse — 
Adesso non ho proprio dimenticato più niente... —. Rimandò indietro 


le malinconie scherzando con il bambino e non voltandosi più indietro 
a guardare. 


518 


Z | 


SABATO SERA 


PARTE TERZA 


In città bastarono pochi giorni perché tutto riprendesse come prima, 
la vita di adesso giá si ricollegava a quella solita di sempre creando 
una continuita uniforme in cui i ricordi della montagna assumevano 
a poco a poco una sfumaiura un po” irreale. A distanza di una settimana 


1 sembrava di non aver mai abbandonata la città. 

4 Il bambino fu promosso alla seconda classe con tutti buono e un 
: lodevole in calligrafia. Si senti in vena di grandi generosità: — Vieni 
. — disse. — Usciamo. Come premio ti compro quello che vuoi. — 

i — Davvero?!... Che cosa? — 

i: — Quello che preferisci; che cosa ti piacerebbe di più avere? — 


Egli vagava incerto in un mare di desideri: — Mah... — diceva — 
‘il costume da pellirossa... no aspetta... l’automobilina che va da sola 
6 la locomotiva per il treno... — 


SES 


ent 


ern 


Lo vedeva imbarazzato e quasi infelice: — Sai cosa facciamo? 
DA scegliere il regalo pensiamo dopo, prima di tutto andiamo in pa- 
- sticceria a fare una bella merenda. Va bene? — 

— Si ecco... — esclamava già sollevato. 


In pasticceria, l’atmosfera elegante, il caldo profumato, le luci e le 
 decorazioni cancellarono anche le ultime loro velleità agresti. Si sedet- 


q tero a un tavolino. Una signorina bellissima e dipinta con estrema cura 
| si avvicinò a chiedere cosa desiderassero, e il bambino si fece portare 
_ le paste più delicate tra quelle che aveva visto in vetrina: con il ciocco- 
Î lato, la panna i cedri e le ciliegine candite. Più che il sapore l’affasci- 
navano i colori e le forme. Ella l’osservava divertita; si preoccupò di 
non farlo ridere finché non avesse finito di mangiare. Seduto in prin- 
 cipio alla sedia, la bocca piena, il mento sporco di cioccolato e di 
| briciole, egli era assorto in complicate operazioni: sollevare la tazzina 
senza far cadere ogni volta il cucchiaino, tenendo in mano il tovaglio- 
lino di carta, bere il thè con il pensiero della nuova pasta da scegliere, 
deporre tovagliolino e tazzina, prendere la pasta e con lo sguardo attento 
e aggrottato vedere come ogni dolce fosse fatto di dentro. 


Il lunedi successivo riprese il lavoro in farmacia. Il dottore e i suoi 
- colleghi l’accolsero con manifestazioni di affettuosa e bonaria esul- 
| tanza. Si congratularono con lei per la magnifica abbronzatura, s’infor- 
| marono con preoccupata premura della salute del bambino: — Vole- 
vamo venire a trovarla... — le dissero — ma per una cosa o per l’altra 
non siamo mai riusciti a combinare! — 
Le parve di scorgere però nel modo come la guardavano, nelle pic- 
cole attenzioni e gentilezze che subito le dimostrarono, una nota di 
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mal celata ammirazione che essa non riusciva a capire, né sapeva a cosa 
dover attribuire; uno sguardo di nuova considerazione, quasi di grati- 
tudine, come se avessero riposto una loro segreta fiducia in lei, ed ella 
non li avesse delusi. 

Alcuni giorni dopo perd si rese conto a cosa questo fosse dovuto. 

Capitò in farmacia « l’inventore » di un amaro digestivo, un pezzo 
grosso dell’industria farmaceutica che in tempo relativamente breve era 
riuscito con un prodotto indovinato a crearsi una fortuna favolosa. 

Era una mattina di scarso lavoro; il dottore stava raccontando con 
la sua solita bonaria semplicità un episodio scolastico capitato al mi- 
nore dei suoi figli. Parlando, distrattamente osservava l’indaffarato af- 
fannarsi di un autista nell’aprire e chiudere gli sportelli di una grossa 
macchina che si era fermata proprio davanti alla farmacia. Improvvisa- 
mente s’interruppe, mutò sguardo e si precipitò verso la porta. 

L’industriale entrava in quel momento: fiero, sorridente ed allegro, 
con quell’assoluta mancanza d’imbarazzo e quella particolare sicurezza 
in sé stessi che in genere dà il molto denaro, che è la più facile, ma la 
più sicura delle sicurezze. 

Il farmacista divenne umile, ossequioso, pieno di cerimonie senza 
misura, come chi di solito non è abituato a trattare con eccessiva gen- 
tilezza; quasi ridicolo quindi. 

Insieme si ritirarono nel retro a parlare d’affari. 

Più tardi, mentre ella cercava un termometro in un armadietto che 
era a lato della porta a vetri al di là della quale essi si trovavano, 
colse un brano della loro conversazione, mentre, già in piedi, l’indu- 
striale stava accomiatandosi. 

— Bene... — diceva — sono contento. Il lavoro è tanto, ma siete 
anche ben aiutati. Quanti siete in farmacia? Tre o quattro? La ragazza 
è nuova?... Non l’ho mai vista prima... Chi è? — 

— Oh no!... non è nuova. Son già cinque anni che è qui. Oh 
una ragazza d’oro; una vedova rimasta sola con un bambino. Una don- 
na di coraggio. Non si direbbe a vederla... eppure anche ultimamente 
ha dato prova di uno spirito non comune, ne siamo rimasti tutti mera- 
vigliati. — 

Ella fuori, si era fermata con il termometro in mano a mezz’aria, 
ascoltando ineredula, quasi allibita per la sorpresa: — Ma mio Dio! — 
si chiedeva. — Possibile che nessuno capisca niente! — 

Prima che uscisse, il dottore presentò i suoi dipendenti all’indu- 
striale. Questi, giunto a lei, dandole una calorosa stretta di mano le 


disse: — Mi hanno detto che è così brava... Complimenti allora e 
coraggio! — 

— Grazie — rispose confusa e intimidita. 

— Ecco come ci si fa una fama... -- pensava sorridendo tra sé 
divertita. 
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NN Giancarlo litigò con il capo redattore del giornale, si licenziò e 
venne da lei in farmacia maledicendo il mondo intero. Andarono a co- 
lazione insieme, lo lasciò sfogare e poi gli chiese cosa avrebbe fatto 
i d’ora innanzi. Inventò un sacco di cose, parlò di proposte di lavoro che 
| aveva in ballo, di richieste di articoli che gli erano state fatte da due 
h © tre riviste mensili, di collaborazioni a cui solo che avesse voluto 
- avrebbe potuto partecipare; diceva queste cose confusamente con im- 
bronciata rabbia, non cercando credito negli altri o tanto meno con- 
| forto, ma solo per sentirsi dire. Ella ascoltandolo provò un senso ma- 
| linconico di pena, tanto più triste in quanto egli non suscitava alcun 
moto reale di compassione, ma intuì per la prima volta che la sicurezza 
di lui non era conseguenza di una sua effettiva capacità o spavalderia 
7 nell’affrontare la vita, ma era tutta labile, esteriore, fatta di bellezza, di 


A 

| eleganza e di infantili menzogne. — Vieni da noi stasera a mangiare. — 
M, . . . . . . . . . . 

gli disse interrompendo i suoi soliloqui — Devi cominciare a fare eco- 
| momia... adesso... — aggiunse ridendo. 

y à 

È 

ù 


A Egli prese l’abitudine di andare da lei ogni sera. Piú che innervo- 
_ sirla e indisporla queste cose la lasciavano perplessa. Non tanto il com- 
portamento di lui la stupiva, quanto la propria incapacità a reagire 
alle imposizioni altrui; così per paura di metterlo in imbarazzo non 
| osò mai accennare all’ argomento neanche scherzosamente. Meniì a sé 
stessa per quasi un mese, trincerandosi dietro un creduta naturale ge- 
nerosità o bontà d’animo: — Bisognerebbe vedere cosa farei io se 
avessi i soldi contati... — pensava. In lui poi non c’era un atteggiamento 


di sfacciato sfruttamento, ma piuttosto una forma di comodo candore, 


| 
4 
È 
pi 
A 
E 
4 come se non riuscisse a trovare una soluzione piu logica. Pensandoci 
| sorrideva tra sé, ma indagando più a fondo scopriva l’origine di una 


- sua inspiegabile riluttanza a ribellarsi agli eventi esterni: — Tutto 


sommato... — pensava — non è poi che mi dispiaccia che egli venga. — 
k Dopo pranzo egli solitamente si fermava a chiacchierare o a giocare 
N alle carte, piü spesso aveva da terminare qualche articolo incominciato. 
Ella allora mentre rigovernava in uno stanzino adiacente alla cueina, 
sentiva il ticchettio della macchina da scrivere, monotono ma già fami- 


liare, e poi la voce del bambino chiedere: — Come scrivo « coniglio » 
con la elle o anche con la g?... — oppure — «finestra », come faccio 
ad andare a capo?... — ed egli che interrompendo momentaneamente il 


lavoro rispondeva compitando le sillabe. Allora le piaceva immaginare 
una situazione stabile cosi e si domandava se le sarebbe stata gradita. 
Le sue risposte erano incerte e vaghe, si perdevano in mille perplessità. 
Egli si mimetizzava cosi abilmente ad ogni ambiente e ad ogni situazione 
da riuscire ad essere tutto e niente; poteva essere sempre marito, fra- 
tello, amante e amico e non era mai completamente nessuno di questi. 
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—. Sto diventando vecchia... — pensava — mi piacciono di più gli 
uomini che ispirano protezione di quelli pieni di fascino. — 


Finalmente Giancarlo riuscì a trovare un posto come capo redattore 
presso una rivista cinematografica. Il giorno che riscosse lo stipendio 
venne da lei in farmacia trionfante: — Sono ricchissimo! — le disse — 
oggi ti pago un bellissimo pranzo! —. Uscirono insieme sotto braccio 


. . . # © 
chiacchierando quasi felici, ma quando giunsero davanti al ristorante 


dove solitamente facevano colazione, egli come improvvisamente ricor- 
dando qualcosa si arrestó e affettuosamente trattenendola le disse implo- 
randola: — Non li, ti prego... Sono stufo di mangiare sempre nello 


stesso posto. -— Istintivamente senti una fastidiosa ribellione contro di lui, | 


quasi un’impercettibile nausea ritrovando come spesso gli avveniva nella 


sua leggerezza una compiacenza quasi voluta per il compromesso e le | 


mezze misure. Le venne voglia di dirgli delle villanie, di umiliarlo e 
di andarsene. 

Egli intuendo i suoi pensieri, carezzevole e senza amarezza le disse: 
— Non arrabbiarti, non posso pagare i debiti tutti in una volta; oggi ho 
gia pagato la stanza, se pago anche il ristorante, resto subito a « meno 
trentamila »... — 


Dopo colazione si recarono in un bar del centro. Erano le ultime 
giornate di ottobre, e il sole sulle tovagliette vivaci dei tavolini era tie- 
pido e chiaro. Si sedettero fuori e ordinarono due caffè. Egli con gli 
occhi chiusi, la testa ripiegata indietro si godeva i raggi del sole senza 
parlare. Improvvisamente come continuando a voce un suo pensiero 
silenziosamente svolto le chiese: — Domenica è il 31 ottobre vero?... 
Lunedì allora, primo di novembre, è il giorno dei Santi e non si la- 
vora... il sabato è quasi festa... — volgendo il viso verso di lei, a bru- 
ciapelo le domandò: — Perché non andiamo due giorni in riviera? — 


Le giornate che precedettero la gita, furono ansiose, quasi brutte, 
caratterizzate da rapidi e assurdi cambiamenti di umore. A momenti il 
desiderio di andare era così forte in lei da provarne quasi una soffe- 
renza. Si compiaceva di immaginare scene delicate e piene di sole insi- 
stendo con compiaciuta voluttà su particolari insignificanti che avreb- 
bero illuminato il loro soggiorno: ma a poco a poco procedendo nei 
per:sieri un senso di vuoto e di inutilità paralizzava le sue fantasie. 
Si ritrovava a dire; — Tutto sommato sarà poi come qui... —. Fingeva 
allora senza saperlo un’incertezza con se stessa più che altro per convin- 
cersi che era liberissima e in piena serenità per decidere se stare a casa 


522 


SABATO SERA 


o no. In realtà inconsciamente era già sicura che a qualsiasi costo sa- 


rebbe andata. 


Era stato stabilito che sua sorella, approfittando dei giorni di va- 
canza, sarebbe venuta a Milano badando così al bambino; ma il giovedi 


sera con una telefonata improvvisa le comunicò di un impegno soprag- 


n 


giunto, da cui difficilmente avrebbe potuto liberarsi, tuttavia restavano 
ancora delle probabilità. Venerdì mattina avrebbe dato una risposta 
sicura. 

Da quel momento un’ansia impotente, piena di astratti risentimenti 
si impossessò di lei, aumentando via via con il crescere della convin- 
zione che sua sorella non sarebbe potuta venire. 

Si sentì ingiustamente presa di mira da una sorte avversa, oppressa 
solo da obblighi e da doveri verso gli altri senza possibilita di evaderne 


_ in nessun modo, destinata solo ad una vita di oscuro sacrificio e di 
| non riconosciuta fatica e tanto più arrabbiata in quanto conscia delle 
_ sue infantili ed assurde reazioni. 


Ma il venerdì mattina tutto si risolse per il meglio. Tornando a 


casa per colazione trovò sua sorella in cucina, la tavola già apparec- 


chiata e il bambino che chiacchierava contento e soddisfatto di non 
mangiare dalle suore: — Proprio come nei sogni... — pensò con allegra 
ironia, e si sentì subito tenerissima, protetta da un destino gentile e 
affettuoso, e verso il bambino poi disposta ad accontentarlo in tutto. 
La sera si recarono a pranzo al ristorante, cosa che per lui era sempre 
motivo di gioia, e poi lo condusse al cinema appositamente per vedere 
un film sugli indiani. 

Ella si diverti più ad osservare lui che non la pellicola. Seduto 


eretto sul bordo della poltrona, i piedi non gli arrivavano per terra, 


seguiva le alterne vicende dei protagonisti, ridendo nervoso, emozio- 
nandosi, palesando tutti i suoi stati d’animo con il mutare delle espres- 
sioni del viso. Alla fine del primo spettacolo, quando già le luci si 


erano accese, sempre intento guardava ancora lo schermo illuminato 


come sperando di veder comparire ancora nuovi guerrieri armati di 
frecce. 

— Andiamo?!... — fece lei. Egli non si decideva a staccarsi dalla 
poltrona: — Stiamo qui a vederlo ancora tutto una volta?!... — le disse 
timido, implorandola esitante. Si sentì morire, ma desiderosa di accon- 
tentarlo in qualche cosa che veramente le costasse sacrificio, sorridendo 
acconsenti: — Va bene... Proprio un’eccezione per questa volta. 


La sera prima della partenza caricò la sveglia sulle cinque. Avreb- 
bero dovuto partire alle sei e mezzo. Con Giancarlo era d’accordo che 
appena sveglia gli avrebbe telefonato. 

Al buio, nel dormiveglia, l’assali il solito sgomento angoscioso: 
immaginò che pericoli e disgrazie sovrastassero lei e il bambino. Dormì 
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male, agitata e preoccupata di non svegliarsi. Al mattino il trillo del- 
Porologio fu un getto d’acqua gelata nel collo. Rendendosi conto a 
stento di quell’inconsueto fragore, pensò con cupa tristezza che in fondo 
si è sempre abbastanza giovani e ottimisti a credere di non poter udire 
una sveglia. 

Maledisse il momento che aveva deciso di andare. Il sonno era 
dentro di lei intimamente connaturato come il respirare e il vivere. 


— Non posso! — pensava — è disumano. Non riesco neanche a muo- | 


vermi... Gli unici giorni di vacanza. — 

Si convinse che doveva esser brutto tempo. Tendendo l’orecchio fu 
certa di udire un fruscio sommesso; immagind una pioggia fine ed 
uguale d’ottobre, di quelle che durano quindici giorni. Si alzò dal 
letto odiando tutto e tutti; aprì le finestre e una luce rosata le colpì 
la vista. Mentre andava al telefono rabbrividendo, gli occhi socchiusi 


e pesanti, tentando d'infilare il braccio nella manica della vestaglia, -. 


pensava: — Ma perché l’ho conosciuto? Cos’ho fatto di male? Quest’og- 
gi starei a letto fino a mezzogiorno. — 

Il telefono trillava, ne udiva il suono uguale all’altro capo del filo, 
sperò fino all’ultimo che un guasto rendesse impossibile il comuni- 
care, ella avrebbe avuto la coscienza a posto. Nel pomeriggio seduta 
al caffè gli avrebbe detto: — Ho fatto il numero tre volte... Non ha 
mai risposto nessuno. — 

Sentiva il corpo a poco a poco riaddormentarsi; finalmente Gian- 
carlo staccò il ricevitore, prima ancora che ella potesse parlare le disse: 
— Guarda è impossibile... A quest'ora per me è impossibile. — 

— Anche tu?... — rispose lei gioiosa. — Ah... meno male! Senti, 
partiamo quando siamo del tutto svegli?! Appena ho finito di dormire 
ti telefono. Va bene? — 

— Cara... cara... Va benissimo... ma io ti amo. Possibile che tu ca- 
pisca sempre tutto?... — 

Mentre correva a letto, brividi di eccitazione e di freddo le per- 
correvano il corpo. Trovò l'impronta calda, morbida e odorosa e vi si 
allungò quasi soffrendo dal piacere: — Inutile cercarla altrove, qui è 
la vera felicità... — si diceva sorridendo. 

Partirono alle tredici e trenta. La giornata era splendida, calda 
come da tempo non se ne vedevano in ottobre. 


Per tutta la durata del viaggio si sentì come al liceo con tutta una 
vita intatta da godere in ogni momento e ancora pulita da qualsiasi 
possibile dolore. La pianura Padana era tenera e dolce con i pioppi 
in fila ordinati e i prati divisi l’uno dall’altro. C’erano tutte le sfuma- 
ture di verde e una leggera nebbia grigio azzurra sospesa; poi il Po 
che passò in un baleno seintillante attraverso i riquadri neri del ponte. 
Dopo, la natura cambiava, ma insensibilmente, così che ad un certo 
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punto ci si trovava dinnanzi a un paesaggio e a un ee diversi 
da quelli di prima senza averne colto il passaggio ianto che sembrava 
quasi impossibile pensare che ne fosse la continuazione. 

a Arrivarono a Genova alle quattro. L’ultimo pulman per la riviera 

partiva fra dieci minuti. Ella aveva una meta ben precisa. — Ti porto 
, — gli disse. — È il posto più bello del mondo... — 


Piü tardi, mentre sdraiati sulla sabbia sassosa, rosata dal riflesso 
tramonto, guardavano il mare a strisce: verde bottiglia vicino alla riva, | 
_ poi blu cupo e in fondo quasi viola, il cielo colorato lievemente di az- 
| zurro e rosa, e un ciuffo di pini marittimi che cresceva al limite estre- 
_ mo dell’insenatura quasi di fronte a loro, nitido e selvaggio, su uno 
3 | sfondo di aria nebbiosa, e poi l’orizzonte come una linea viola ben pre- 
| cisa, pensò che non era giusto che nemmeno in questi momenti del- 
i la vita si avesse la percezione precisa e la coscienza di essere felici, ma 


si intuisse di esserlo stati solo quando questi momenti erano già tra- 
scorsi. Ella avrebbe voluto poter guardare adesso questa sua felicità 
che vagamente sentiva intorno a sé, vederla soppesarla confrontarla, 


. ma i limiti con la sofferenza erano troppo incerti, già si confondevano 
_ e oscillavano dall’una all'altra, e ancora risentì la rabbia impotente di 
| non riuscire mai a partecipare completamente a un tutto, ma di resta- 


| re sempre al di qua di qualche cosa che la sovrastava escludendola. O 
forse proprio questa doveva essere felicità: avere quasi tutto e intui- 
re che c’era ancora qualche cosa che non si poteva avere. 

Allungò una mano e sentì la silenziosa presenza di lui come una 
x ip plctezza: volgendo il capo sorridendo gli disse: — Io credo che 


: mando sono felice, sono piu felice di uno felice. — 

Egli la guardò incerto e quasi stupito: — Oh ma certo! — disse. 
«|. — Anch’io! E” perché ci piace molto e ‘abbiamo una gran voglia di 
essere felici... Per questo che insieme riusciamo a fare cose mera- 


a 


vigliose. — 
Quella notte capi che amare poteva anche essere fine a se stesso. 
. Anche se era solo cercarsi, trovarsi e perdersi di nuovo, c’era un mo- 
mento in cui ci si trovava. 
Al mattino dopo, il sole sul letto era caldo, chiaro e chiassoso. 
— Hai portato il costume vero?! — ella gli chiese. — Con questo 
mare e con questa temperatura bisogna proprio fare il bagno. — 
Sulla spiaggetta non c’era nessuno. L’acqua era fredda e pungente 
dava l’impressione che pulisse anche moralmente. 
‘Egli indugiava sulla riva indeciso nell’entrare. Avanzava adagio cer- 
cando di abituarsi alla temperatura dell’acqua. 
i — Non si può... — diceva rabbrividendo. — Non si può, è un sui- 
| eidio... tu che quel giorno volevi sapere come ti consideravo, sappi cha 
| ti reputo una donna fortissima. — 
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Ella si era gettata in acqua subito, e nuotava poco lontano; riden- | 


do alle sue parole, si giró sul dorso e muovendo i piedi con movimento 
rapido e veloce, gli lanciava pungenti e freddissimi spruzzi. Egli ri- 
parandosi con le mani si tuffö, poi allontanandosi da lei a larghe brac- 
ciate le gridava: Guarda, non venirmi vicino che io ti odio. — 

La padrona dell’albergo aveva messo a loro disposizione due larghi 
asciugamani di spugna; erano caldi, sapevano di sole e di cabina. Uscendo 


dall’acqua e battendo i denti, si avvolsero negli accappatoi ed ella si | 


rannicchiò in esso in modo che tutto il suo corpo godesse del caldo. Il 
sole scottava e il freddo dell’acqua si asciugava rapidamente; ella gli 
chiese: — Tu credi che i ricchi siano sempre così felici, visto che pos- 
sono fare quando vogliono queste cose? —. Egli strofinandosi la schie- 
na con l’asciugamano, saltellando per riscaldarsi le diceva: — Sei paz- 
za?!... I ricchi sono tutti tristissimi. — 


Il sole procedeva adagio nel cielo, ed essi stettero distesi sulla sab- 


bia dormendo e svegliandosi e poi continuando i loro pigri pensieri 


nella quiete luminosa. Il mare era fermo e lucente; onde piccole, qua- 


si timide e sommesse accompagnavano ritmicamente le loro fantasie; 
indugiavano abbandonati e in silenzio, quando Giancarlo, cercando la 


mano di lei come accompagnando con un gesto istintivo di affetto un 


suo fastidioso pensiero, le disse: — Sai che il mio capo redattore mi 
tiene solo due mesi, e poi mi manda via? — 

Ella si rizzò a sedere di scatto trasalendo stupita: — Ma come?!... 
Ma quando te lo ha detto?... — gli chiese. 

— L’ho saputo da un altro, non da lui. So che ha uno che gli è 
stato raccomandato, e lo pagherà di meno. È uno scherzo che ha già fatto 
con quello che c’era prima di me. — 

— Ma sei sicuro?... — incalzò lei. 

— Non sicurissimo, ma avevo già dei sospetti e questa sarebbe una 
conferma. Vedrai che frà due mesi dovrebbe farmi il contratto di la- 
voro e fra due mesi non me lo farà. — 

— Ma allora perché hai accettato di lavorare con lui? — 


— Già... come pagavo i debiti?... e il resto? e poi mangiando sem- 
pre da te? — 


— E dopo cosa farai? — 

Egli tacque pensoso, poi sorridendo come vergognoso ma ad un tem- 
po quasi divertendosi a sentirselo dire: — Mah... io credo che mi spo- 
serò. — Ella capì che il suo ridere mascherava una punta di disagio e 
seria gli chiese: — Va bene, ma cosa risolvi? — 

— Risolvo — proseguì rinfrancato dal tono non indignato di lei, — 
che potrei fare l’avvocato nello studio del padre della ragazza che 
sposerei. — 


Ella lo guardò perplessa e quasi divertita: — E la ragazza cosa 
dice? — 
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— Oh — fece lui tenendo sempre il discorso su un tono di forzato 
umorismo. — La ragazza mi ama... — 


— E tu?... — gli domandò chiedendosi fin dove mentiva e dove co- 
 minciava ad essere sincero. 

Me To? -- rispose. — Volendo posso amarla. È bella, è brava e 
mite, volendo posso amarla... Perché non dovrei?... La amo anzi un 
o”... Anche te amo sai?... Davvero quasi tutte posso amarle. — 

Ella non ne udiva quasi più le parole, preoccupata solo di cogliere 
in sé anche le più lontane vibrazioni di sofferenza che il discorso poteva 
recarle, sia pure di vanità offesa o di orgoglio ferito, ma fu sorpresa e 
felice di scoprire che restava abbastanza indifferente al suo dire, non 
più, credeva almeno, di quanto avrebbe provato per un amico a cui fos- 
hse legata da sola amicizia. Forte di questa sua labile incolumità e per 
| gra preoccupata che l’incerta tristezza di lui potesse turbare la loro mo- 
* mentanea tranquillità, gli si avvicinò carezzevole e tenera. Baciandolo 
gli sussurrò: — Non pensare a queste cose... oggi godiamoci tutta la 
ornata. — 


Alle due andarono a colazione. Entrambi con una terribile fame. 
uardandolo mentre avvolgeva gli spaghetti sulla forchetta, preoccupa- 
1 della loro lunghezza, le parve indifeso e da proteggere, anche lui 
‘come il bambino e come lei uniti da una stessa solitudine. Lo amd in 
quel momento con una tristezza un po’ risentita, pensando a come si 
‘trovasse bene con lui, a proprio agio e quasi in assoluta libertà, come 
| godevano e si divertivano delle stesse cose, eppure come non le servis- 
se a niente e quanti legami inutili si stabilissero con leggerezza di cui 
‘poi si doveva inevitabilmente soffrire. 

Egli sollevando gli occhi dal piatto e incontrando il suo sguardo te- 
nero e malinconico gli chiese: — Tu mi sposeresti? — 
— Mah... credo proprio di no... — rispose incerta. — Perd mi pia- 


-cerebbe farlo. — 


Il ritorno non fu malinconico, nonostante l’imbrunire, il pensiero 
‘di ritornare alla vita normale e di ricominciare il lavoro. Pensava: 

— E’ bello anche così... senza continuare a rimpiangere. — 

Il treno era già pieno di gente. A stento trovarono due posti nello 
‘stesso scompartimento; egli arrivò con un fascio di giornali; sorridendo 
plo porse una rivista femminile che aveva comperato per lei appositamente. 
Ella la sfoglid distratta, poi cercò di dormire e abbandonò la te- 
sta sui cuscini, e allora il discorso di lui le ritornò alla memoria, ricor- 


N 


dd il tono imbarazzato della sua voce nel dire: — Mah... io credo 
; che mi sposerò —, e la calma reazione di lei. 
Si chiese se era un lato negativo del suo carattere quello di non in- 


È . 
_dignarsi mai per niente, e in un certo senso, senza approvare o giu- 
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bolezza. Socchiudendo gli occhi lo ‘guardò seduto di fronte a lei, as- 
sorto nella lettura dei giornali, elegante, bello di una bellezza un po’ 
inutile, apparentemente sgombro da qualsiasi preoccupazione. 

Si domandò se egli soffrisse di quello stato di cose, o se in lui tut- 
to fosse già scontato, superato e al di là, ma non riuscì a trovare una 


risposta. Ancora una volta l’esteriore sicurezza di lui cancellava qual- 
siasi indizio di inquietudine. 


A. casa il bambino l’accolse con grandi effusioni. Le raccontò tutto 
quello che avevano fatto lui e la zia e di come si fossero divertiti. Ve- 


dendolo felice per il suo ritorno si sentì snaturata, egoista, preoccupa- © 


ta solo dei suoi inutili problemi. Lo mise a letto e si fermò in camera 
con lui aspettando che si addormentasse. Egli sollevandosi sui cuscini 
le chiese: — Quando compio gli anni? — 

— In aprile — gli disse. 

— Posso dare un festa e invitare i miei compagni? — 

— Ma certo! Senz'altro la daremo una bella festa. — 

— Quest'anno perché non l’abbiamo data? — 


— Perché eravamo in montagna, non ti ricordi?... Dormi adesso 


che domani mattina devi alzarti presto. — 

La stanchezza le era piombata addosso tutta in un colpo; ondate di 
caldo le salirono alla faccia, persino il parlare improvvisamente le di- 
vento faticoso. Con la stanchezza i suoi pensieri divennero lenti e pe- 
santi. L’inutilità del modo come viveva le parve ormai l’unica cosa po- 
sitiva della sua vita e che anzi, se questa aveva significato era proprio 
in quanto era certa che non ne avesse affatto. 


Si alzò, uscì dalla stanza spegnendo la luce: — Mio Dio quanti sba- 


gli in una sola vita!.. — si diceva. 


Il bambino il giorno dopo tornò da scuola imbronciato, silenzioso 
ed irritabilissimo. Ella si preoccupò della salute di lui, gli chiese se 
non stesse bene, o se a scuola avesse preso brutti voti o cosa d’altro 
fosse successo. Titubante, con le lagrime agli occhi, le disse che a scuo- 
la non sarebbe più andato, che i suoi compagni lo schernivano per la 
sua pettinatura chiamandolo « frangetta ». 


Fu turbata e perplessa. Guardandolo si avvide che in realtà i ca-- 


pelli davanti erano cresciuti e gli arrivavano quasi sugli occhi; dietro 
erano disuguali e lunghi, risentivano del taglio che gli aveva fatto lei 
in montagna. 

— Vieni — disse prendendo una rapida decisione. — Domani non ti 
schernirà più nessuno. Lo portò subito dal parrucchiere. 

Mentre stava discutendo con l’inserviente sul modo come avrebbe 
dovuto tagliargli i capelli, voltandosi per chiamarlo lo colse davanti 
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allo specchio che inosservato studiava il suo volto: alzando la frangetta, 

spostandosi indietro, inclinava la testa da un lato e dall’altro per ve- 

derne gli effetti. Andandogli vicino lo prese per mano e sollevandolo 

Ro le ascelle lo accomodò sulla sedia girevole: — L’infanzia non è 
i Poi un’eta facile, né tutto sommato tanto felice — pensava. 

Ella seguiva attentissima i movimenti rapidi della forbice, ma alla 

fine non fu abbastanza svelta da opporsi, a che non fosse inondato da 

una nuvola fresca di acqua di colonia. Con una certa apprensione pen- 

| sava alle reazioni dei suoi compagni di scuola. 

is Fuori egli le disse che aveva freddo sul collo ed ella gli rialzò il 
_bavero del cappottino. Cosi era proprio buffo. Buffo e grazioso. 

3 Alzando il viso verso di lei improvvisamente le chiese: — Io sono 

un bambino bello? — 


î Guardandolo sorpresa, notò come la risposta fosse importante per 
lui: — Per me sei il bambino più bello del mondo... Per me sei bel- 
 lissimo. — 


_— Va bene... — riprese lui. — Ma per gli altri sono bello? — 

— Certo, — ripeté ancora lei. — Sei bello perché sei buono, I tuoi 
| compagni ti scherzano perché sono sciocchi, ma vedrai, domani saran- 
‘no pieni di rabbia. — 

Il giorno dopo a mezzogiorno andò a prenderlo a scuola. Come la 
vide le venne incontro di corsa sorridendo: — Allora?... — chiese. — 
| Come è andata la pettinatura?... — 

— Bene!... — rispose lui un po’ vergognoso. — Sai cosa mi ha detto 
Ja maestra? Mi ha chiamato a dire la lezione e ha esclamato: « Oh... 
. oggi come siamo belli! ». — 


à Giancarlo telefond una sera invitandola al cinema. Ella disse che 
| non poteva uscire; venisse lui avrebbero fatto due chiacchiere. Quando 
il bambino sentì il campanello a piedi nudi già in pigiama andò ad 
ñ aprire. L’impermeabile di lui era umido e freddo. Egli lo prese in 
braccio e lo portò in cucina. 
| — Facciamo una partita a scopa?... — gli diceva. — Poi vai a 
Mero. — 

— Una sola! Mi raccomando! — gridò lei dallo stanzino. — Se 


y no, al mattino non c’è verso di farlo alzare. — 

1 Ella si difendeva da questo miele matrimoniale con una certa ru- 
| dezza, convinta che egli avesse intuito il suo fastidio, e apposta la pro- 
N vocasse per una segreta cattiveria, ma terminata la partita, dopo aver 
messo a letto il bambino, mentre insieme uscivano dalla camera, passan- 
do dal salottino al buio, egli prendendola alle spalle e baciandole la 
nuca e le orecchie delicatamente la sospinse verso il divano dov’erano 
stati la prima sera; capi allora che niente in lui era calcolato o sem- 
plicemente pensato: giocava con il bambino perché aveva voglia di gioca- 
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re con lui, amava lei perché le piaceva amarla, ma senza turbamenti || 


e rimorsi, tutte cose che le diedero un senso di vuoto e di paura, ma an- 
che di libertà. 


Quella sera mentre gli apriva il portone, egli disse prima di salutar- 
la come ricordandosi in quel momento: — Ah... non ti ho detto che 
ho poi deciso di partire... — 


Ella senti la gola improvvisamente seccarsi, e un senso di oppres- | 


sione piegargli quasi le gambe: — Quando? — chiese con il tono piü 
indifferente che le fu possibile. 

— Mah... ci vorrà un po’ di tempo, non prima di un mese certo. — 
aggiunse quasi scusandosi. — Appena posso ti telefonerò... Avrò mol- 
to da fare in questi ultimi tempi. — 

— Va bene... fammelo sapere. — 


Egli fu sorpreso e turbato dalla quietezza delle sue reazioni. Indu- 
giando imbarazzato le disse con tono sincero: — Tu non ci credi... ma _ 


io ti amo abbastanza sai? — 

Ella gli sorrise: — Mah anch’io — disse accarezzandogli la fronte 
con tenerezza materna. — Ma a cosa serve? — 

Egli si staccò da lei cor una certa tristezza. 

Quando si fu allontanato si appoggiò al portone chiudendo gli oc- 
chi concedendosi un attimo di abbandono istintivo: — Mio Dio!... — 
pensava. — Possibile che non ci sia mai dato di scoprirci, piangere, 
esagerare anche, gridare: — Non voglio che tu vada via... dopo da so- 
la cosa faccio... — essere ridicoli, fare una scena, qualche cosa una vol- 
ta tanto di non ragionato e trattenuto. Si può far vedere che ci si com- 
muove per le cose degli altri ma non per le proprie. Come costa capire 
la gente e adattarsi al loro modo di vedere! — 

Salendo le scale le pareva impossibile che niente, nemmeno i li- 
neamenti del viso l’avessero rivelata, eppure era come se al suo corpo 
ora fosse attaccato un enorme macigno. 

Il giorno dopo egli venne in farmacia e la portò a colazione. Le dis- 
se che era abbattuto e cercò in lei conforto. Capì che mentiva, così solo 
perché ricordando la sera prima, voleva sapere di lei. 

Ella sorrideva tra sé alle sue infantili reazioni: — Che tristezza 
l’amore — vive ancora e sempre su questi giochi. — 


Per un po’ non si videro più. In farmacia c’era molto da fare. A 
stare in piedi tutto il giorno, la sera, poi, si era morti di stanchezza. 
Aveva preso l’abitudine di andare a letto prestissimo. Finito di mangia- 
re, sbrigava in un attimo le faccende domestiche per potersi coricare 
subito. Stava sotto le coperte al caldo a leggere, le pareva impossibile 


che ci si potesse divertire in altro modo: andare al cinema per esempio, 
con la nebbia che c’era di fuori. 
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Un martedi sera Giancarlo le telefond; sapeva che il mercoledi era 
il suo giorno di libertä. 

— Giovedi parto, — disse ridendo. — Vado a incominciare la mia 
nuova vita. — 
— Ridi sempre? — 


— Non tanto... quasi più anzi... — 
— Non andare allora. — 


— Vado a vedere, non è niente di decisivo. Vieni a salutarmi. — 
\ le disse improvvisamente cambiando tono. — Io non posso farmi vivo ho 
| una quantità di cose da fare ancora. — 

— Va bene, verrò domani che ho vacanza. — 

— Vedrai — disse lui. — Sarà straziante. — 

— Bene!... — ho bisogno di emozioni forti... — rispose ridendo. 
Riattacco e un vuoto sottile e fastidioso le sali in gola: 

‘ — Mio Dio!... — pensava. — Aver messo tutto in ridere e non aver 
| voglia, aver detto quasi niente e avere ancora una quantità di cose da 
dire. Fare dello spirito è anche comodo, ma dopo un po’ l’anima di- 
| venta come carta assorbente. — 

Il mercoledì fu tutto il giorno eccitata e malinconica. Non aveva 
voglia di confessare a se stessa il perché: — Bisognerebbe abituarsi a 
mon idealizzare subito tutto e convincersi che poi « dopo » non è mai 
| tanto vero... — si diceva cercando di non concedersi nessun particolare 
‘stato d’animo. 

Si ripromise di non andare da lui prima delle cinque, ma alle tre 
| e mezzo cominciò a prepararsi convincendosi di non riuscire a impiegare 
| meno di un’ora per pettinarsi, truccarsi le labbra, e infilare il paleto. 
Quando arrivò venne ad aprirle Giancarlo; la padrona di casa era usci- 
ta ed egli la introdusse in camera sua. C’era un disordine indescrivibile. 
- Le diceva: — Aiutami tu che sei una donna. Sono a quel punto in cui 
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uno preferisce morire che finire di mettere a posto. — 

— Ma che idea?!... Quello che non ti serve lo butti via no? — 
— Come faccio a sapere quello che mi serve o no?! — gemette lui 
volutamente infantile. — Se decido per una cosa, tutte queste carte non 
mi servono più, ma se dovessi tornare potrebbero servirmi ancora; por- 


dà 


tarle via mi secca e stracciarle non oso... — 
Ella capì che diceva queste cose per lasciarsi aperta una strada. 
Decidere avendo ancora delle possibilità di ritornare sulle proprie 
«decisioni era per lui indispensabile. 
— Dalle a me... — gli disse abbastanza contenta di poter mantene- 


A WE IR VOSGI 


re con lui ancora qualche legame. 
Egli s’illumind: — Grazie non ci avevo pensato. Va benissimo, la- 
sciarle alla padrona di casa non mi piaceva, che le tenga tu, invece, mi 
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piace abbastanza. — 
— Bene! — disse lei un po’ imbarazzata temendo un vuoto nel 


Se A ene 


| discorso. — Finisci le valigie adesso. — 
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Pattiró vicino a se: — Vieni qui... fa la brava. — 

Ella si lasciò attirare, lo baciò e le venne voglia di piangere, di 
nascondere la testa sotto la giacca, di essere riparata dalla luce, di dor- 
mire con lui vicino. 


— Cos’hai?... — le chiese dolcemente sottovoce. 

— Niente... Mi dispiace che tu vada via. — 

— Ma torno sai? — le disse improvvisamente sicuro di se, solle- 
vandole il mento. — Vedrai che torno... So già che non mi piacerà fare 


avvocato. Vedrai che fra tre mesi al massimo sono di ritorno. — 
— Baciami — gli disse lei sorridendo un pò rassegnata. — Almeno 
smetti di mentirti. — 


vanile, piena di amicizie e di massime spicce sull'amore e sugli uomini. 


Entrando in camera e scorgendola le andò incontro salutandola con - 


fastidiosa complicità: —- Oh cara... cara... Allora ha sentito? — disse 
sedendosi sul bracciolo della poltrona. — Parte eh... il nostro avvocato... 
Ha proprio deciso. Mi dispiace sa?... Io sono così... Mi affeziono... 
Ma torna?... Lei dice che torna?... — chiedeva senza attendere nessu- 


na risposta. — Mah... come si fa a sapere... Non dice mai la verità. — … 


Trattava Giancarlo con un affetto quasi materno, pieno di orgoglio e 
lei come una donna travolta ormai da un sentimento. 

Di solito la trovava divertente, ma questa volta le parve noiosa e 
stupida, e poi non accennava ad andarsene. 

Cominciò ad essere agitata e in preda a una rabbia impotente. La 
odiò di un odio cupo ed ottuso: — E’ un mostro! — si diceva. — 
Non capisce niente. Perché non va via?... Devo parlare con lui, devo: 
dirgli ancora un quantità di cose... — 


— A che ora parti? — gli chiese volutamente interrompendo il di- 


scorso della donna e cercando di escluderla. 

— Vado via stanotte. Volevo partire domani mattina presto, ma 
faccio troppa fatica ad alzarmi. Tu ne sai qualcosa vero?... — aggiunse 
guardandola con intenzione. 

Ella cercava il più possibile di restare indifferente e chiusa a qual- 


siasi ricordo: — Ma queste parole — pensava — fra un po’ mi bru- 
ceranno... — 
— Anzi — disse lui alzandosi — ti accompagno per un tratto, de- 


vo passare ancora in redazione e ritirare degli articoli e poi a compe- 


rare una cravatta. 

Fuori c’era nebbia piovosa e freddo. Prendendola sottobraccio le 
disse cercando ancora di scherzare: — Proprio un tempo da addii ro- 
mantici... Davvero una cosa completa. — 

Ella pensò che ormai non aveva più voglia di dirgli niente. Parla- 
rono degli orari dei treni, dell’ora in cui sarebbe arrivato, se aveva pre- 
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Piü tardi arrivo la padrona di casa. Era una donna allegra e gio- 


SABATO SERA AR 


notato il posto o meno, ma le sue risposte non la interessavano più, le 
bastava sapere che egli era ancora vicino a lei. Sul tram, la gente li di- 
ise. Giancarlo si fermö a prendere i biglietti e non poté piu raggiun- 


gerla. La sua inquietudine aumentava: — Ma che cosa potrei dirgli do- 
po tutto? — 

Sulla porta della redazione si fermarono: — Bene! — ella disse 
. — lo vado a casa... Devo correre anzi, ho da preparare la cena — ag- 
di giunse con una punta di cattiveria. 
bo Egli fu sgomento e sorpreso: — Oh Dio!... Devo proprio salutarti 
‚allora?... Mi rincresce sai?... A te non importa niente... — le disse — 
ma a me rincresce davvero. Tu sei lì come di marmo. — 
% — Cosa vuoi che faccia?... Che pianga e che gemendo ti dica: «Non 


andare via...». Vuoi che ti trattenga gridando: «Ti prego non partire... » 
-— gli rispose cercando di sorridere ancora. 

— No... — fece lui perplesso. — Ma un po’ più di dolore! — 

vi Ella lo attirò a sé nel buio del portone e baciandolo gli sussurrò: 
_ — Vuoi saperlo?... Mi rincresce da morire. — 


Sul tram che la riportava a casa, non aveva ancora pensieri. Aspet- 
tava che il dolore piano piano dentro di lei si adeguasse al suo corpo, 
| dilagasse e prendesse possesso di ogni sua fibra. Immobile e vuota cer- 


cava di ritirarsi in sé quasi per fargli posto in modo da soffrire adagio, 
Li a .- . . . . . 
‘così familiare che si poteva giocare di astuzia con lui. A casa la luce 


della strada entrava dalle finestre, e l’oscura penombra era già un 


vuoto. Ogni cosa le ricordò subito lui con una violenza così nuova 
- che la sorprese. Si tolse le scarpe, si sdraiò sul letto e capì che il 
| dolore era ormai già tutto in lei. 

. - Perdendo Giancarlo lo ritrovò all’istante, lo ebbe così completa- 
fi mente. Cose su cui non si era mai soffermata assumevano ora un signi- 
1 ficato: il suo chiudere gli occhi nel baciarla, le rughe ai lati del naso, 
la bianchezza dei suoi denti, il suo modo svagato e malinconico di sor- 
ridere. Lui nel bagno che cercava il bottone, lui che andava in cucina 
a prendere un bicchiere d’acqua, lui che si stiracchiava pigro nel letto: 
 l’impermeabile pieno di nebbia, i bottoni dell’impermeabile, il nodo 
| della cravatta. 

Fra come un mosaico di cui solo adesso riusciva a comporre i pez- 
zetti. Si sentiva come se le colassero in corpo del cemento che adagio 
adagio si rapprendesse indurendole la gola, il petto, lo stomaco. 

— Com'è la vita... — pensava. — Non c’è una felicità mai che ugua- 
gli il dolore. La felicità può esserci intensa e magari completa, ma è 
tenue, labile, incriminata da un niente; un sospiro, uno sguardo, una 
parola possono diminuirla. Il dolore è di marmo, niente riesce a pene- 
i trarlo, ma è fermo e tenace, condiziona ogni atto e ogni pensiero per- 


fino il corpo lo subisce, ma cerca di respingerlo. 
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Senti l’orologio battere le ore: — Devo anche preparare la cena. — 
si ripeteva meccanicamente — Devo muovermi, sono giä le sette... — ma 
c'era un torpore, una noia, una angoscia in lei che le impedivano di 
muoversi. Dormì e si risvegliò subito senza capire, poi si ricordò e 
desiderò dormire di nuovo per non pensare. 

— Mio Dio che orrore!... — gemeva tra sé. 

Si sollevò a sedere sul letto, accese la luce e cercò coi piedi le pan- 
tofole. Alzandosi a fatica e sospirando andò in cucina. Mise l’acqua 
per il riso sul gas. Mentre guardava la fiamma distratta e immobile da- 
vanti al fornello entrò canterellando il bambino. 


— È pronto?... — disse fermandosi sulla soglia. 
Ella trasali e lo guardò stupita: — Non ancora... — rispose incerta 
e come colta in fallo — Sono appena le sette... — 


Egli depose la cartella sul tavolo. 
— Cos’hai fatto a scuola?... — gli chiese con patetico interesse. 
— Sono stato interrogato. La maestra mi ha chiesto le operazioni, 


solo la somma e la divisione però... Ha chiamato me, perché il mio | 


compagno di banco non le sapeva, io invece le ho sapute bene tutte e 
due, poi... — 


Egli andava avanti a raccontare ed ella sentiva solo il rumore della - 


sua voce senza seguirne le parole. Guardandolo mentre toglieva l’astuccio 
e i libri dalla cartella con gesti teneri e infantili, le venne un’assurda 
voglia di raccontare a lui la sua pena, di raccontargli della giornata, met- 
tersi magari a piangere abbracciandolo, tenerselo anche solo vicino. 

Egli aveva aperto i quaderni, preso il calamaio e sedutosi aveva in- 
tinto la penna nell’inchiostro. 

Cominciando a scrivere, ebbe un attimo di incertezza, sollevando il 
viso le chiese: — Se giro il foglio e dall’altra parte c’è il punto e la 
virgola devo fare la lettera maiuscola? — 

— Come?... — fece lei riscuotendosi. — Dove?.. Fa vedere. — 

China sul foglio sopra la spalla di lui pensava: — Ecco è giusto che 
sia così... La vita tutto sommato aiuta... Non può essere altro che così... — 

— Se non c’è il punto, non si fa la maiuscola — gli rispose carez- 
zandogli i capelli. — Ricordati solo quando c’è il punto. — 
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O TEMPO BRUTALE 


O tempo brutale 
togli le tue grosse zampe 
dal mio corpo felice, 


allontana la vecchia coda 
dal mio tenero volto 


e diventa atroce marmo 
prima di tingere di bianco 
un’onda dei miei capelli 


NON E L’ARCO... 


Lo que valen son tus brazos 
cuando de noche me abrazan. — 


Garcia Lorca 


Non e Parco degli uccelli 

teso nel cielo 

non e Pacqua di seta 

che fruscia nella verde pianura 
non è il riso della fanciulla 

che onda nel cuore di ognuno 
non è la frusta dei gladioli 

che illumina di rosa i giardini 
non è il nero sciabordio del mare 
o i gridi di luce nella città 
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wie VEN REN: 
non & questo che vale 

non & questo che mi fa male 
quello che vale 

quello che mi fa male 

sono le tue braccia 

quando di notte mi abbracciano. 


SPERLONGA 


Un vassoio di case 
sopra un tavolo di pietra 
e bicchieri di mare 
per inneggiare all'amore, 


Sperlonga. 


Lunga foglia di roccia 

e una lanterna di cielo 

per illuminarla di giorno. 
La spiaggia un lenzuolo 
di canapa per posare il capo. 


Sperlonga, 

sparviero dell’aria, 

prende il mare come nave sola 
e i monti l’allacciano 

con vie che sono bianche 
cinture intorno ai suoi fianchi. 


Sperlonga, 

paese di gesso, 

lunga foglia di roccia, 
astro di terra, 

grotta, porta, scala. 
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LA BLUSA 


La blusa e l’ornamento 

facile dei poveri, si vende 

per quattro soldi al centro 

e in periferia, la predilige 

la gran dama e la sartina. 

A me ricorda, nominandola, 

la ricca veste di velluto 

blù di Prussia che indossai 

per anni da bambina. 

Spesso sotto questo tenero metro 
di stoffa si celano, come topi rosa, 
seni ardenti e misteriosi, 

fresche spalle intoccabili, bianche 
schiene segrete e basta una piccola 
ferita in questa metà di vestito 
perché appaia luminosa 

una curva di giovinetta. 


LA SCOMPIGLIONA 


La Scompigliona 

balla al tabarin 

con calze nere traforate, 
un pagliaccetto di satin 
e fili di perle dorate. 


Per un’ora d’amore 
ha rose sui seni, 
un verde languore, 
parole e veleni. 
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SUPERCORTEMAGGIORE, la potente benzina 
italiana, viene presentata per la prima volta 
con N.O. 98/100 RM. 

L'AGIP ha potuto conseguire questo magnifico 
risultato, che costituisce una vera conquista del- 
la tecnica, perche dispone del piú moderno e fun- 
zionale complesso di raffinazione oggi esistente. 
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